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INTRODUCTION
This textbook, “The EU and Security in the Wider Neighbour-

hood”, examines how the European Union has developed from a 
primarily economic community into a complex international actor 
with growing responsibilities in the field of peace, security and 
crisis management. It focuses on the EU’s eastern and southern 
neighbourhoods – regions where conflicts, state fragility, energy 
interdependence, migration and geopolitical rivalries directly affect 
the security of the Union and its citizens. The central idea of the 
book is that EU security cannot be understood in isolation from its 
neighbourhood and that the Union’s external policies increasingly 
combine diplomatic, economic and security instruments in order to 
stabilise and transform its surrounding environment.

Part I provides the conceptual and institutional foundations. It 
analyses the evolution of the EU’s external relations from the early 
decades of the European Communities, through the Cold War, the 
Maastricht and Lisbon stages, to the current debates on “normative 
power” and strategic autonomy. It then introduces the main actors, 
institutions and decision-making procedures of EU foreign and 
security policy, including the Common Security and Defence Pol-
icy (CSDP). Enlargement is presented as a specific form of foreign 
policy with strong security implications, while a separate topic 
addresses the external economic dimension of EU power. Finally, 
the part explores the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and 
the modalities of the EU’s “Eastern” and “Southern” initiatives, 
showing how the Union tries to shape its surroundings through 
differentiated partnerships, regional formats and a mixture of 
incentives and conditionality.

Part II turns to the Eastern neighbourhood and examines con-
crete security challenges and the EU’s operational role on the 
ground. It begins with a mapping of conflicts in the wider Euro-
pean neighbourhood and explains how and why the EU decides to 
engage in them. The Black Sea region is analysed through the lens 
of energy security and geopolitical competition, while the topics 
on EU–Ukraine, EU–Moldova and EU–Belarus relations highlight 
how association, candidate status, sanctions, hybrid threats and 
resilience shape security agendas in the East. Throughout this part, 



9

the book links high-level policies with field practices, showing 
how EU instruments are implemented in conflict and post-conflict 
settings and how their effectiveness can be assessed.

Part III focuses on the Southern neighbourhood and explores the 
complex relationship between security, governance and regional 
order in North Africa and the Middle East. It starts with the overall 
security dynamics of the region and the EU’s strategic approach, 
then moves to the typology of conflicts and the Union’s role as a 
conflict manager, including cooperation with other international 
actors. Special attention is given to the Arab–Israel conflict, to ter-
rorism, violence and radicalisation in the Southern neighbourhood, 
and to the EU’s internal and external counter-terrorism policies. 
The final topics use Syria, Egypt and Libya as detailed case studies 
that connect crisis management, humanitarian response, migra-
tion, maritime security, energy, governance and human rights. 
These chapters illustrate the dilemmas the EU faces when it tries to 
balance stability and transformation, short-term risk management 
and long-term normative ambitions.

The textbook is designed for students of international relations, 
European studies, security studies and related fields, as well as for 
practitioners who wish to gain a structured overview of the EU’s 
role in its wider neighbourhood. Each topic combines conceptual 
explanation with empirical examples and highlights key debates in 
the academic and policy literature. By the end of the course based 
on this book, students should not only be familiar with the main 
policies, instruments and regional cases, but also be able to crit-
ically assess the opportunities and limits of the EU as a security 
actor in its eastern and southern neighbourhoods.
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PART I. EU EXTERNAL RELATION

TOPIC 1: EVOLUTION OF EU’S EXTERNAL 
RELATIONS

1.1.	 Preconditions and the early stage of the external relations of 
the European Communities

1.2.	 The Cold War and the role of the European Communities in 
international affairs

1.3.	 The Maastricht stage: from external relations to foreign and 
Security Policy

1.4.	 The development of security and defence policy within the evo-
lution of EU external action.

1.5.	 The Lisbon Treaty and the move toward a “global” European Union
1.6.	 The contemporary stage: from “normative power” to the search 

for strategic autonomy

Overall goal is to help students understand how and why the 
European Union evolved from a mainly economic community into 
a complex international actor with its own foreign, security and 
defence policies, and how this evolution is linked to major histori-
cal events and changes in the global order.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 1, students should be able to:
•	 Explain the main stages in the evolution of EU external rela-

tions, from early trade-based external policies to today’s 
broader foreign and security role.

•	 Identify  how key historical moments (Cold War, end of 
the Cold War, Balkan wars, Lisbon Treaty, recent crises) 
reshaped the EU’s external action.

•	 Distinguish between economic external relations, Common 
Foreign and Security Policy, and security and defence policy.

•	 Assess how the EU combines “soft power” tools (law, trade, 
norms) with newer security and defence instruments.

•	 Reflect critically on the idea of the EU as a “normative power” 
and on the current debate about the Union’s strategic autonomy.
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Key terms:

External relations
The EU’s economic, legal and political interactions with non-EU 

countries, especially through trade, cooperation and development 
policies.

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)
The framework through which EU member states coordinate 

their foreign policy positions and take joint decisions on diplo-
macy, sanctions and security issues.

Security and defence policy
The part of EU external action that deals with crisis manage-

ment, civilian and military missions, and cooperation on defence 
capabilities among member states.

Soft power
The ability to influence other actors not by force, but through 

attractiveness, norms, economic ties, and the promise of coopera-
tion and benefits.

Normative power Europe
A way of describing the EU as an actor that tries to shape the 

world by promoting its values and rules (democracy, human rights, 
rule of law) rather than primarily using military tools.

Maastricht Treaty
The 1992 treaty that created the European Union and introduced 

CFSP, marking the shift from mainly economic “external relations” 
to a broader foreign and security policy.

Lisbon Treaty
The treaty in force since 2009 that gave the EU a single legal 

personality and a more coherent structure for external action, 
helping it act more like a unified global player.

Strategic autonomy
The ambition for the EU to be able to act independently in key 

areas of foreign, security, economic and technological policy, while 
still cooperating with allies.



12

1.1. Preconditions and the early stage of the 
external relations of the European Communities

When the European integration project started in the 1950s, 
its founders did not set out to create a full-fledged foreign policy 
actor. The first communities were primarily economic in nature: 
they aimed to pool key industries, remove internal barriers, and 
prevent war through economic interdependence. Yet from the very 
beginning, this internal economic project had an external side. 
Trade with the outside world, relations with former colonies, and 
the broader international climate of the Cold War gradually pushed 
the European Communities towards a more articulated system of 
external relations, even before anyone spoke about a “foreign pol-
icy” in the strict sense.

Economic integration and external trade were the first and most 
natural channels through which the Communities developed links 
with third countries. The European Coal and Steel Community and 
later the European Economic Community were created to liberalise 
trade among their members and to build a common market. Once 
tariffs and quotas were being dismantled internally, it became nec-
essary to define a common approach to tariffs vis-à-vis the rest of 
the world. A common external tariff and a common commercial 
policy emerged not only as technical instruments of market inte-
gration, but also as a way of speaking with one voice in interna-
tional trade negotiations. In practical terms, this meant that the 
Communities negotiated trade agreements collectively, instead of 
each member state doing so alone. Without using the language of 
“foreign policy,” the Communities were already projecting power 
and preferences externally, particularly in the framework of the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade.

At the same time, the early European project was deeply shaped 
by the colonial history of several member states. France, Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and others had extensive overseas territories and 
long-standing ties with African, Caribbean, and Pacific regions. 
When these territories gained independence, the question arose: 
what would be the nature of their future relationship with the new 
European market? The answer took the form of a series of asso-
ciation agreements that blended trade preferences with develop-
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ment cooperation. The Yaoundé Conventions of the 1960s and the 
later Lomé Conventions from the 1970s onward offered countries 
in Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific privileged access to the 
European market, together with financial aid and technical assis-
tance. This model presented the Communities not simply as a trad-
ing bloc, but as a particular kind of international partner, com-
bining economic interests with a rhetoric of solidarity and shared 
development.

Parallel dynamics unfolded in the Mediterranean region. South-
ern Europe and the southern and eastern shores of the Mediter-
ranean Sea were linked by geography, migration, energy depend-
ence, and historical ties. The Communities concluded a series of 
agreements with Mediterranean countries that aimed to stabilize 
their economic relations and create a predictable framework for 
trade. These agreements were formally technical and sectoral, but 
in practice, they had clear political implications: they positioned 
the European Communities as a central economic reference point 
for neighbouring states and as a pole of attraction in their regional 
environment.

From the outset, therefore, the external relations of the Euro-
pean Communities were more than a collection of technical trade 
arrangements. They embodied a particular logic that we can 
describe as a combination of soft power and economic interde-
pendence. Soft power here does not simply mean “being attrac-
tive”. It refers to the ability to shape the preferences and choices 
of other actors by offering access to a large and stable market, by 
extending financial support, and by presenting a model of regional 
cooperation based on rules, predictability and legal commitments. 
Third countries were not forced to accept European norms; instead, 
they were encouraged to align with these norms because align-
ment opened the door to concrete benefits: tariff reductions, export 
opportunities, investment, and development funds.

Economic interdependence deepened this dynamic. As trade 
flows grew and supply chains became more intertwined, both the 
European Communities and their partner countries became mutu-
ally dependent. For the Communities, secure access to raw mate-
rials, energy and external markets supported internal growth and 
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employment. For partner countries, the European market became 
a key outlet for their exports and a significant source of capital and 
technology. This web of reciprocal interests made the Communities 
increasingly conscious that what happened beyond their borders 
could not be treated as a purely external or marginal issue. Politi-
cal instability, economic crisis or conflict in partner regions could 
quickly spill over and affect internal objectives such as growth, 
social cohesion or energy security.

In this early phase, however, there was still a clear separation 
between economic external relations, handled through the institu-
tions of the Communities, and political or security concerns, which 
remained largely in the hands of national governments and NATO. 
The European Communities were, in many respects, a “civilian 
power”: their main tools were trade agreements, development aid 
and technical cooperation. Yet through these instruments, they 
already started to act in a way that resembled foreign policy. By 
choosing whom to associate with, under what conditions, and with 
which combination of incentives and obligations, the Communi-
ties influenced the development paths of neighbouring states and 
shaped the broader regional environment.

Looking back, we can see that the prerequisites for a more 
explicit foreign policy were already present in these early external 
relations. The internal logic of market integration required a com-
mon commercial policy. The colonial legacy and decolonisation 
processes pushed member states to seek a collective framework 
for their relations with newly independent countries. The need for 
stability in the Mediterranean and in other neighbouring regions 
highlighted the link between economic cooperation and political 
order. Step by step, external relations moved from the margins to 
the centre of the European project. What began as “external trade 
policy” gradually evolved into a broader practice of engagement 
with third countries, grounded in the belief that economic open-
ness, legal commitments and cooperative frameworks could pro-
mote both mutual prosperity and a more predictable international 
environment.

In simple terms, one can say that the European Communities 
learned to act externally by doing what they knew best internally: 
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creating rules, building markets, and using economic instruments 
to manage interdependence. Before there was a formal common 
foreign and security policy, there was already a distinctive Euro-
pean way of being present in the world, anchored in trade, devel-
opment partnerships and the projection of a particular model of 
regional integration. This early experience would later provide 
both the foundations and the tensions for the subsequent evolution 
of the European Union as an international actor with more explicit 
political and security ambitions.

1.2. The Cold War and the role of the European 
Communities in international affairs

During the Cold War, the international environment was dom-
inated by the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Security questions, strategic nuclear balance and military 
alliances set the tone of global politics. In this context, the Euro-
pean Communities occupied a somewhat ambiguous position. On 
the one hand, they gradually became an economic powerhouse, 
with a growing internal market and a strong presence in world 
trade. On the other hand, they remained politically weak and 
depended heavily on the United States and the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization for their security. This combination of eco-
nomic strength and political dependence shaped the specific way 
in which the Communities appeared on the world stage.

In security and defence, the member states relied firmly on 
NATO and on bilateral ties with the United States. The trauma 
of the Second World War, the division of Europe, and the pres-
ence of Soviet troops in Central and Eastern Europe made military 
questions too sensitive to be transferred to a supranational level. 
Attempts to create a European Defence Community in the 1950s 
failed, mainly because national parliaments were not ready to 
give up control over their armed forces. As a result, the European 
Communities were deliberately designed without a defence pillar. 
This absence limited their formal role in high politics, especially in 
areas related to war, peace and strategic negotiations.

Politically, foreign policy remained the domain of national gov-
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ernments. France, Germany, Italy and the others each had their 
own traditions, priorities and global networks. Paris had a strong 
voice in Africa and the Middle East; London, after it joined the 
Communities, brought its own global connections; Bonn sought 
reconciliation and stability in Europe, especially in relation to the 
German question and the countries of the East. These national 
agendas often overlapped, but they were not identical. It was there-
fore natural that member states tried to coordinate their foreign 
policies without fully merging them. This effort led to the creation 
of a framework known as European Political Cooperation.

European Political Cooperation emerged in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s as a voluntary mechanism for consultation and coor-
dination among foreign ministers. It did not form part of the legal 
structure of the Communities and was based on political agree-
ments rather than binding treaties. Through regular meetings, 
exchanges of information and the gradual practice of issuing com-
mon statements, the member states tried to speak with a more uni-
fied voice on international crises and global issues. The idea was 
not to replace national foreign policies, but to avoid open contra-
dictions and, where possible, to develop common positions.

In practice, this cooperation produced a mixed record. In some 
cases, such as the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe and the development of relations with Eastern Europe, the 
member states were able to play a constructive role and to promote 
a Western European perspective distinct from that of the United 
States, though still within a broad alliance framework. In other 
cases, such as the Arab–Israeli conflict or relations with Southern 
Africa, national sensitivities and historical legacies made it difficult 
to agree on more than carefully worded declarations. European 
Political Cooperation remained largely a diplomatic exercise among 
elites, with limited visibility and limited operational capacity.

The contrast between economic weight and political weak-
ness became more visible over time. The Communities negotiated 
important trade agreements, contributed significantly to develop-
ment aid, and shaped international economic rules. Partner coun-
tries saw them as a crucial economic actor, often more relevant 
than individual member states when it came to market access and 
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commercial conditions. At the same time, when a political or secu-
rity crisis erupted, attention usually shifted back to Washington, 
Moscow, or national capitals in Western Europe, rather than to 
Brussels. The Communities were present, but not central, in many 
key debates about war and peace.

This imbalance also had an internal dimension. European lead-
ers were aware that their collective economic power could sup-
port a more active and coherent political role. However, they were 
divided about how far to go in that direction. Some feared that a 
stronger European foreign policy would weaken the Atlantic alli-
ance; others worried that it would dilute national sovereignty or 
expose internal divisions in times of crisis. As a result, the politi-
cal ambitions of the Communities evolved cautiously, step by step, 
often in response to external events rather than through a single, 
clear strategic decision.

Nevertheless, the experience of the Cold War period was impor-
tant. Through European Political Cooperation, the member states 
learned practical lessons about coordination, about the difficulty of 
formulating common positions, and about the reputational costs of 
inconsistency. They also observed that their economic presence in 
the world generated expectations: partner countries and interna-
tional organisations increasingly looked to “Europe” for more than 
trade and aid. This pressure, combined with internal reflections on 
the future of integration, prepared the ground for later reforms.

In simple terms, one could say that during the Cold War the 
European Communities were “punching below their weight” in 
political terms. They had the size and influence of a major eco-
nomic actor, but the voice and tools of a modest political player. 
This discrepancy could not last forever. With the end of the Cold 
War, the reunification of Germany, and the crises in the Balkans, 
the question of whether Europe should develop a more explicit 
and structured foreign and security policy became unavoidable. 
The limited but real experience accumulated in the period of Euro-
pean Political Cooperation provided both a starting point and a set 
of warnings for this next stage in the evolution of the European 
Union’s external action.
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1.3. The Maastricht stage: from external relations 
to foreign and security policy

The end of the Cold War radically changed the environment in 
which the European integration project operated. For decades, the 
division of Europe, the presence of two nuclear superpowers, and 
the central role of the Atlantic alliance had limited the space for an 
autonomous European voice in questions of war and peace. When 
the Berlin Wall fell in 1989 and the socialist regimes in Central and 
Eastern Europe collapsed, this rigid structure began to dissolve. 
Suddenly, the map of Europe became fluid and uncertain. Bor-
ders were questioned, new states emerged, and long-suppressed 
national and ethnic tensions resurfaced. In this new context, the 
existing model of European external relations, focused mainly on 
trade and development cooperation, no longer seemed sufficient.

German unification symbolised both the success and the chal-
lenge of this new era. The integration project had been built to 
make conflict between France and Germany unthinkable, and in 
that sense it had succeeded. But the re-emergence of a larger and 
more powerful Germany also raised delicate questions: how would 
this affect the balance inside the European Communities? Would 
Germany’s foreign policy remain firmly embedded in the European 
framework, or would it develop a more independent course in the 
East? Deepening the political dimension of integration, including 
in foreign and security matters, was seen by many leaders as a 
way to ensure that a united Germany remained fully anchored in a 
shared European structure.

At the same time, the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia 
exposed the limits of the existing cooperative mechanisms. The 
wars in the Balkans brought ethnic cleansing, sieges of cities, and 
massive flows of refugees to the very doorstep of the Communities. 
European governments initially tried to respond through diplo-
matic initiatives and peace conferences, often announcing that “the 
hour of Europe” had come. In practice, however, they struggled to 
speak with one voice, to coordinate their actions, and to mobilise 
credible instruments on the ground. The eventual need for strong 
involvement by the United States and NATO to halt the violence 
was a painful reminder that the European Communities were still 
far from being a coherent political and security actor.
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These events created a strong sense that something more than 
incremental coordination was needed. It was in this climate that 
the Treaty on European Union, signed in Maastricht in 1992, was 
negotiated and adopted. The Maastricht Treaty transformed the 
European Communities into the European Union and introduced 
a new overall architecture. Alongside the existing economic and 
social policies, it created a distinct framework for a Common For-
eign and Security Policy. This framework did not turn the Union 
into a classical state with a traditional foreign ministry and army. 
However, it did provide a political and legal skeleton for collective 
action in external affairs that went beyond trade and development.

The Common Foreign and Security Policy was conceived as a 
way to bring together the political will of the member states in mat-
ters that affected their shared external interests. It established com-
mon objectives, such as safeguarding the values and independence 
of the Union, strengthening the security of the Union and its mem-
ber states, preserving peace, and promoting international coopera-
tion. It recognised that the Union should be able to act in areas that 
had previously been left to national foreign policies, including crisis 
management, conflict prevention and, at least in principle, aspects 
of security policy. The precise instruments and decision-making 
procedures remained cautious and intergovernmental, but the sym-
bolic step was significant: for the first time, the Union explicitly 
recognised foreign and security policy as a common endeavour.

The key difference from the earlier period can be captured in 
the shift from “external relations” to “foreign and security pol-
icy.” External relations had mainly involved the use of economic 
tools: trade agreements, association treaties, development aid and 
technical cooperation. These instruments were powerful, but they 
were essentially civilian and sectoral. The Maastricht stage broad-
ened the agenda to include high-level political questions: how to 
respond to regional conflicts, how to position the Union in rela-
tion to major powers, how to deal with proliferation of weapons, 
terrorism, or large-scale human rights violations. It also brought 
security into the picture, not only in the military sense, but in a 
wider sense that linked stability in the neighbourhood to the inter-
nal safety and prosperity of the Union.
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This did not mean that the Union suddenly acquired all the 
attributes of a traditional foreign policy actor. Member states 
retained control over their armed forces and their fundamental 
strategic choices. The Atlantic alliance remained central to the 
defence of Europe. But the mere existence of a Common Foreign 
and Security Policy changed expectations, both inside and outside 
the Union. Internally, it encouraged governments and institutions 
to think in terms of common strategies and collective responsi-
bilities. Externally, it signalled to partners and competitors that 
“Europe” was no longer just a large market, but a political actor 
that aspired to coherence in its international behaviour.

In simple terms, the Maastricht Treaty marked the moment 
when the European project openly admitted that it could not 
remain a purely economic community in a world of political and 
security crises. The combination of German unification, the trans-
formation of Central and Eastern Europe, and the tragedies in the 
Balkans forced the Union to take a step towards a more integrated 
foreign and security role. The Common Foreign and Security Pol-
icy did not resolve all the tensions between national sovereignty 
and collective action, but it created a common language, common 
objectives and a basic framework that would guide the further evo-
lution of the Union’s external action in the decades that followed.

1.4. The development of security and defense 
policy within the evolution of EU external action.

The creation of a Common Foreign and Security Policy in the 
early 1990s was an important symbolic step, but in practical terms, 
the European Union remained, above all, a civilian and economic 
power. Its main tools were still trade policy, financial assistance, 
and political dialogue. The wars in the Balkans had shown that 
these instruments, while valuable, were not always enough to pre-
vent or stop violent conflict. The Union could condemn atrocities, 
support humanitarian efforts and participate in diplomatic nego-
tiations, but it could not, on its own, deploy credible military or 
robust civilian missions to manage crises. This gap between ambi-
tion and capacity became increasingly difficult to ignore.
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The turning point came gradually, through a series of debates 
and decisions in the late 1990s. Key member states began to argue 
that if the Union wanted to be taken seriously as an international 
actor, it had to be able to act not only with declarations and eco-
nomic measures, but also with security and defence instruments. 
This did not mean that the Union wished to become a traditional 
military power or to compete with the Atlantic alliance. Rather, 
it was about ensuring that Europe could, when necessary, take 
responsibility for stabilising its neighbourhood, supporting peace 
agreements, and protecting civilians, especially in situations where 
the United States preferred to remain in the background.

This reflection led to the progressive development of what was 
initially called a European security and defence policy. The idea 
was to add a new layer to the Union’s external action: alongside 
trade, aid, and diplomacy, the Union would be able to carry out 
crisis management missions with both civilian and, in some cases, 
military components. These missions were conceived not as large-
scale war operations, but as targeted interventions to ensure peace 
implementation, police reform, border management, training of 
security forces, or protection of maritime routes. In other words, 
the Union sought to remain a predominantly civilian power, but 
one with the capacity to act in the security field when circum-
stances demanded it.

The trajectory from hesitation to gradual engagement is par-
ticularly visible when we compare the crises of the early and late 
1990s with developments in the 2000s. In the first phase, during 
the conflicts in former Yugoslavia, European governments often 
appeared divided and slow. They struggled to agree on sanctions, 
on recognition of new states, and on the use of military force. By 
contrast, in the 2000s the Union began to launch its own missions, 
initially in the Balkans and then in other regions. It deployed police 
forces, rule-of-law experts, military trainers and, in certain cases, 
troops to support international mandates. These operations were 
usually modest in size, but they signalled a clear change of attitude: 
the Union was no longer content to comment from the sidelines; it 
was willing to put “boots and brains” on the ground.

Over time, this practice expanded. The Union sent civilian mis-
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sions to help reform police and justice systems in post-conflict 
societies, advised on border security in sensitive regions, and con-
tributed to maritime security and anti-piracy efforts. In parallel, it 
undertook military operations at the request of partner countries 
or international organisations, for example to support peacekeep-
ing or to protect vulnerable populations. Each mission faced its 
own challenges and limitations, but together they formed a new 
repertoire of action. Security and defence were no longer abstract 
words in treaty articles; they became concrete tasks carried out by 
European personnel under a European flag.

As the Union moved in this direction, the way it was perceived 
by partners and competitors also began to change. For the United 
States, the development of European security and defence capa-
bilities was both welcome and sensitive. On the one hand, Wash-
ington often called for greater European “burden sharing” in crisis 
management and regional stability. On the other hand, it wanted 
to ensure that new European structures would complement, 
rather than duplicate or weaken, existing arrangements within the 
broader alliance. This dual attitude produced a complex mixture of 
encouragement and vigilance, but it also encouraged the Union to 
define more clearly how its security role related to the transatlantic 
framework.

Russia and other major powers also adjusted their view of the 
Union. Previously, they could treat the European Communities 
largely as a powerful economic bloc whose political influence was 
indirect and mostly civilian. The appearance of European security 
missions, especially in regions considered strategically important, 
made it necessary to engage with the Union as a more complex 
actor, one that could combine market access, financial support, 
diplomatic pressure and security instruments. Some partners wel-
comed this combination, seeing in it a comprehensive approach to 
stability and development. Others regarded it with caution, espe-
cially when European operations touched on sensitive issues such 
as borders, conflicts, or energy routes.

Internally, this evolution had a psychological effect on the 
Union itself. Carrying out security and defence tasks, even on a 
small scale, contributed to a sense that the Union was becoming 
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more responsible for its neighbourhood and more mature as an 
international actor. At the same time, these experiences revealed 
the practical difficulties of acting together: divergent national tra-
ditions, different legal frameworks, and unequal capabilities often 
complicated planning and execution. Each mission became a learn-
ing exercise, highlighting both what the Union could do and what 
it still lacked.

In simple terms, the development of the Union’s security and 
defence policy can be understood as a move from a purely civilian 
external power to a more rounded, but still distinctive, interna-
tional actor. The Union did not abandon its preference for non-mil-
itary instruments, nor its belief in law, cooperation and long-term 
engagement. But it accepted that, in a world of fragile states, 
regional conflicts and hybrid threats, a credible external policy also 
requires the ability to act in the security field. This acceptance did 
not erase all doubts and controversies, but it marked an important 
step in the broader story of how the European Union has tried to 
reconcile its civilian origins with the increasingly demanding real-
ities of international politics.

1.5. The Lisbon Treaty and the move towards  
a “global” European Union

The Lisbon Treaty, which entered into force at the end of 2009, 
marked another important turning point in the evolution of the 
Union’s external action. While the earlier treaties had already 
introduced a common foreign and security policy and had started 
to build a security and defence dimension, the institutional struc-
ture remained fragmented. Different parts of the Union’s external 
activity were governed by different rules, and the outside world 
often struggled to understand who, exactly, represented “Europe”. 
The Lisbon reforms did not magically solve all of these problems, 
but they did strengthen the overall coherence of the Union’s pres-
ence on the international stage.

One of the key changes brought by the Lisbon Treaty was the 
recognition of the European Union as a single legal entity in exter-
nal affairs. Before Lisbon, legal personality belonged formally to 



24

the European Community, which covered mostly economic mat-
ters, while the areas of foreign and security policy had a different, 
more intergovernmental status. After Lisbon, there was one Union 
that could sign international agreements, join international organ-
isations and be recognised as a subject of international law. This 
may sound technical, but it had a clear political meaning: it allowed 
the Union to present itself more convincingly as a unified actor, 
rather than a patchwork of overlapping frameworks.

This institutional consolidation went hand in hand with a 
broader conceptual shift. For many years, the Union had been seen 
mainly as a regional economic power: a successful project of mar-
ket integration in Western Europe with a growing influence on 
neighbouring regions. Over time, however, the range of issues that 
required an external dimension kept expanding. Human rights, cli-
mate change, digital governance, energy security, migration, global 
health, and financial stability all became areas in which internal 
and external policies could not be separated. Decisions taken inside 
the Union affected the rest of the world, and developments out-
side the Union had direct consequences for its internal stability 
and prosperity.

The Lisbon Treaty tried to reflect this reality by giving external 
action a more integrated place within the Union’s overall struc-
ture. It confirmed that the Union’s foreign policy is not only about 
classical diplomacy or security, but also about projecting its val-
ues and priorities across a wide range of policy fields. Promoting 
human rights, supporting the rule of law, and contributing to sus-
tainable development were framed as guiding principles for all 
strands of external engagement. Climate diplomacy, for example, 
became a central part of the Union’s identity, with the Union act-
ing as a leading negotiator in global climate agreements and using 
its regulatory power to influence global standards on emissions 
and energy use. In the digital field, debates about data protection, 
online platforms and artificial intelligence acquired a clear external 
dimension, as European rules shaped international expectations 
and business practices.

Energy and migration illustrate particularly well how the 
Union’s external and internal agendas became intertwined. Energy 
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security is not only a matter of domestic market regulation; it also 
depends on the nature of relations with supplier countries, transit 
routes and regional partners. Decisions about pipelines, liquefied 
natural gas terminals or renewable energy cooperation have both 
internal economic implications and external geopolitical conse-
quences. Similarly, migration management cannot be reduced 
to border control inside the Union. It involves partnerships with 
countries of origin and transit, development policies, visa regimes, 
and cooperation on readmission and asylum. In both domains, 
the Union has increasingly used external agreements and funding 
instruments to support internal objectives, while at the same time 
trying to uphold humanitarian and legal commitments.

The Lisbon stage also reinforced the link between foreign pol-
icy and the Union’s major internal projects, such as enlargement, 
neighbourhood policy, the energy union and the digital single mar-
ket. Enlargement policy, for instance, is not only a matter of inte-
grating new member states; it is one of the Union’s most powerful 
tools for transforming its wider region. By offering the perspective 
of membership, the Union can encourage deep political, economic 
and legal reforms in candidate countries. This is external policy 
in a very concrete sense, but it is also intimately connected to the 
Union’s own identity and future shape. The same is true for neigh-
bourhood policy, which aims to create a ring of stable, coopera-
tive partners around the Union, and for sectoral projects like the 
energy union or the digital market, which inevitably spill over into 
external negotiations and regulatory dialogues.

Taken together, these developments pushed the Union closer to 
the position of a “global player”. This does not mean that the Union 
became a global power in the traditional, military sense, or that it 
started to act in a uniform and strategically perfect way. Rather, 
it means that the Union’s policies and regulations, its economic 
weight, its development programmes and its diplomatic efforts 
increasingly have global reach and implications. The Lisbon Treaty 
provided a more solid institutional foundation for this reality by 
clarifying the Union’s legal personality and by offering a more 
coherent framework for its external action. But the deeper change 
lies in the way the Union understands itself: no longer just as a 
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regional market with some external relations, but as a multifaceted 
actor whose internal choices and external commitments are insep-
arable in an interdependent world.

In simpler language, one could say that Lisbon helped the 
Union grow into its own shadow. For many years, it behaved like 
a regional organisation, even though its size and influence were 
already global. By recognising its single legal identity, by bringing 
different strands of external action closer together, and by explic-
itly linking foreign policy to its major internal projects, the Union 
took another step in aligning its structures with the realities of 
global interdependence. This step did not end debates about coher-
ence or power, but it made it clearer that Europe’s future as an 
international actor depends on how well it can connect what it 
does at home with what it aspires to do in the wider world.

1.6. The contemporary stage: from “normative 
power” to the search for strategic autonomy

In the most recent phase of its development, the European Union 
has been rethinking how it understands its own role in the world. 
For a long time, academic and political debates described the Union 
as a “civilian” or “normative” power. These labels highlighted its 
preference for economic instruments, law-based cooperation and 
the promotion of values such as human rights, democracy and 
multilateralism. The Union was seen as an actor that tried to shape 
the international environment by exporting rules, standards and 
practices rather than by using military force. This image captured 
important aspects of reality, but it also tended to understate the 
harder strategic questions that emerged as the global order began 
to fragment.

Gradually, the Union’s own leaders started to use a different 
language. The notion of a “geopolitical” Union or a “geopolitical” 
Commission expressed the idea that Europe could no longer rely 
mainly on regulation, trade and soft power to protect its interests 
and values. It needed to be more conscious of power politics, more 
attentive to the behaviour of major states, and more willing to use 
a full range of tools, including restrictive measures and security 
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instruments. At the same time, the concept of “strategic auton-
omy” gained prominence. In simple terms, this concept refers to 
the capacity of the Union to act in key areas without being exces-
sively dependent on others. It does not imply isolation or the aban-
donment of alliances, but it does suggest that the Union should be 
able to make and implement decisions that are not entirely con-
strained by external actors.

This shift in self-perception did not occur in a vacuum. It was 
largely driven by a succession of crises that exposed the vulnera-
bilities and limits of the existing model. The global financial crisis 
and the subsequent sovereign debt crisis in Europe showed how 
quickly economic shocks could undermine social cohesion and 
political stability. The migration crisis highlighted the extent to 
which conflicts and governance failures in neighbouring regions 
could create domestic tensions and test solidarity among mem-
ber states. The pandemic demonstrated the risks of fragile supply 
chains and the consequences of insufficient preparedness in health 
systems. Above all, the renewed aggression against Ukraine, first in 
2014 and then on a much larger scale from 2022 onwards, brought 
war back to the European continent in a way that shattered long-
held assumptions about the stability of the post-Cold War order.

Each of these crises pushed the Union to move faster and to 
expand its toolkit. In response to the financial crisis, it developed 
new mechanisms for financial stability and deeper forms of eco-
nomic coordination, which had clear external implications in fields 
such as banking and capital markets. The migration crisis led to 
new arrangements with countries of origin and transit, a more vis-
ible role for border and coast guard structures, and intense debates 
about responsibility and solidarity inside the Union. The pandemic 
triggered an unprecedented joint effort to purchase vaccines, sup-
port economic recovery through collective borrowing, and recon-
sider Europe’s dependence on external suppliers for medical goods 
and critical technologies. The war in Ukraine brought rapid and 
far-reaching decisions on sanctions, energy diversification, mili-
tary assistance and the broader security posture of the Union and 
its member states.

These experiences have made certain challenges impossible to 
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ignore. One of them is the fragmentation of the global order. The 
relatively stable, rules-based multilateral system that the Union 
had supported and benefited from is under pressure from growing 
rivalry between major powers, selective respect for international 
law, and the use of economic instruments as tools of political coer-
cion. In such an environment, the Union cannot simply assume 
that its preferences will be reflected in global governance. It has 
to actively defend them, adapt to a more competitive setting, and 
sometimes operate in a world where no single framework offers 
predictable solutions.

Another challenge is the intensification of competition among 
major powers, especially between the United States and China. 
This rivalry affects trade, technology, security alliances and 
regional balances. For the Union, it raises difficult questions about 
alignment, diversification and the protection of its own interests. 
On the one hand, the Union shares values and strategic ties with 
the United States and remains closely connected through security 
arrangements and economic links. On the other hand, it has deep 
economic relationships with China and other partners, and it must 
consider how to avoid being pulled into confrontations that do not 
fully correspond to its own priorities. The language of strategic 
autonomy reflects precisely this tension: the desire to remain loyal 
to core partnerships while retaining the freedom to choose.

Sanctions policy has become a central instrument in this con-
text. The Union has increasingly resorted to restrictive measures in 
response to violations of international law, human rights abuses, 
and threats to peace and security. Sanctions target individuals, 
entities, sectors and sometimes entire segments of an economy. 
They signal moral and political positions, but they also have prac-
tical consequences, including for European companies and citi-
zens. Managing these consequences, ensuring consistency with 
legal principles, and coordinating with partners such as the United 
States and like-minded states have become complex tasks that 
require both strategic vision and technical expertise.

Finally, the issues of energy and technological dependence 
illustrate why strategic autonomy is not an abstract idea but a very 
concrete concern. Heavy reliance on a limited number of external 
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suppliers for energy, especially when those suppliers are willing to 
use energy as a political tool, exposes the Union to risks that can 
undermine both foreign policy and domestic stability. Similarly, 
dependence on foreign technologies, digital infrastructures and 
critical raw materials makes the Union vulnerable to supply disrup-
tions, political pressure or technological lock-in. Efforts to diversify 
energy sources, accelerate the green transition, strengthen internal 
energy networks, invest in digital infrastructure and support stra-
tegic industries are all part of a broader attempt to reduce these 
vulnerabilities.

In this contemporary stage, the Union is therefore trying to rec-
oncile several identities at once. It still sees itself as a promoter of 
norms, multilateralism and cooperative solutions. It continues to 
rely on its economic and regulatory power to shape the environ-
ment beyond its borders. At the same time, it is learning to think 
and act in more strategic terms, acknowledging that power, resil-
ience and autonomy matter in a world marked by uncertainty and 
rivalry. This learning process is uneven and often contested, both 
among member states and within Union institutions. Yet it rep-
resents a natural continuation of the evolution traced in previous 
stages: from a primarily economic community with limited external 
ambitions to a more complex political actor that must constantly 
balance values, interests and capabilities on a changing global stage.

Questions:
1.	 How did economic integration and common trade policy shape 

the early external relations of the European Communities in the 
1950s and 1960s?

2.	 In what ways did association agreements with former colonies 
and Mediterranean countries influence the Communities’ iden-
tity as an international actor in the early phase?

3.	 Why were the European Communities politically limited dur-
ing the Cold War despite their growing economic weight in 
world trade?

4.	 What was European Political Cooperation (EPC), and how did it 
differ from a fully-fledged common foreign policy?
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5.	 How did the end of the Cold War, German reunification and the 
wars in the Balkans create pressure for a more coherent Euro-
pean foreign and security policy?

6.	 What was the qualitative change introduced by the Maastricht 
Treaty when it transformed “external relations” into a Common 
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)?

7.	 In what sense did CFSP mark a shift from mainly economic 
tools to a broader agenda that included political and security 
issues?

8.	 Why did the EU feel compelled to develop a security and defence 
policy after the crises of the 1990s, and how did crisis manage-
ment missions change its external profile?

9.	 How do civilian and military missions under the EU’s security 
and defence policy complement its traditional diplomatic and 
economic instruments?

10.	What was the significance of the Lisbon Treaty in terms of giv-
ing the EU a more coherent legal and institutional basis for its 
external action?

11.	How did the Lisbon Treaty contribute to the EU’s evolution 
from a mainly regional economic actor to a more “global” 
player with a multi-level agenda (human rights, climate, digital, 
energy, migration)?

12.	In what ways are the EU’s internal projects (enlargement, 
neighbourhood policy, energy union, digital single market) 
now closely intertwined with its external relations?

13.	What is meant by describing the EU as a “normative” or “civil-
ian” power, and why has this description become insufficient in 
today’s international environment?

14.	How have successive crises (financial crisis, migration crisis, 
the COVID-19 pandemic, war in Ukraine) accelerated the EU’s 
move from soft, normative influence towards a search for stra-
tegic autonomy?

15.	What are the main dilemmas the EU faces today when trying 
to balance its commitment to values and multilateralism with 
the need to protect its own security, energy and technological 
interests?



31

Bibliography
1.	 European Communities. (1992). Treaty on European Union (signed at 

Maastricht on 7 February 1992). Official Journal of the European Com-
munities, C 191. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/treaty/teu/sign/eng

2.	 European Union. (2007). Treaty of Lisbon amending the Treaty on 
European Union and the Treaty establishing the European Commu-
nity (signed at Lisbon, 13 December 2007). Official Journal of the Euro-
pean Union, C 306. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/treaty/lis/sign/eng

3.	 European External Action Service. (2016). Shared vision, common 
action: A stronger Europe—A global strategy for the European Union’s 
foreign and security policy. https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/
files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf

4.	 Hill, C., Smith, M., & Vanhoonacker, S. (Eds.). (2023). International 
relations and the European Union (4th ed.). Oxford University Press. 
https://books.google.com/books?id=QPegEAAAQBAJ

5.	 Borko, Yu., & Butorina, O. (n.d.). Istoriya razvitiya Evropeiskogo 
soyuza [History of the development of the European Union] (PDF). 
MGIMO University. https://mgimo.ru/uploads/files/Borko_Butorina_
Istoriya_ES.pdf

https://books.google.com/books?id=QPegEAAAQBAJ


32

TOPIC 2: SHAPING THE EU’S FOREIGN AND 
SECURITY POLICY: ACTORS, INSTITUTIONS 

AND TOOLS
2.1.	 The place of foreign and security policy in the EU system
2.2.	 Key actors and the institutional architecture
2.3.	 Decision-making processes in foreign and security policy
2.4.	 The main instruments of the EU’s Foreign and Security policy
2.5.	 Contemporary challenges and directions of development

The overall goal of Topic 2 is to help students understand how 
the European Union’s foreign and security policy works in practice: 
who the main actors are, how institutions interact, how decisions 
are taken, which tools are used, and what problems and dilemmas 
this system faces today.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 2, students should be able to:
•	 Explain the special place of foreign and security policy 

within the broader EU system; 
•	 Describe the roles of the main institutional actors (European 

Council, Council, Commission, Parliament, High Represent-
ative, European External Action Service, member states); 

•	 Оutline how decisions are taken in foreign and security pol-
icy, including the role of unanimity, qualified majority and 
constructive abstention; 

•	 Identify the main instruments used by the EU in its external 
action (diplomatic, economic, legal, security); 

•	 and reflect critically on contemporary challenges such as 
internal divisions, slow reactions and the tension between 
normative ambitions and strategic autonomy.

Key terms:

Foreign and security policy – the set of common positions 
and actions through which the EU and its member states respond 
to external political and security challenges;
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European Council – the body that brings together heads of 
state or government and provides overall strategic direction for the 
EU’s external action;

Council of the European Union – the institution where min-
isters of the member states adopt concrete foreign policy decisions, 
such as common positions, sanctions or the launch of missions;

European Commission – the institution that manages many 
external policies with a strong internal dimension, including trade, 
development cooperation and the external aspects of sectoral pol-
icies;

European Parliament – the directly elected body that con-
tributes democratic oversight, influences external budgets and 
must give consent to many international agreements;

High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy – the EU’s chief diplomat, who chairs the Foreign Affairs 
Council and links intergovernmental foreign policy with the Com-
mission’s external competences;

European External Action Service – the EU’s diplomatic 
service, which supports the High Representative and runs the 
network of EU delegations in third countries and at international 
organisations;

Foreign policy instruments – the tools the EU uses exter-
nally, including diplomatic dialogue, political declarations, inter-
national agreements, economic measures, sanctions and civilian or 
military missions.

2.1. The place of foreign and security policy  
in the EU system

Within the overall system of the European Union, foreign and 
security policy occupies a somewhat special and, in many respects, 
unusual position. Most Union policies – such as the internal mar-
ket, competition, agriculture, environment or consumer protection 
– follow a familiar supranational logic. Member states have trans-
ferred a significant part of their powers to the European level; deci-
sions are often taken by majority voting; the European Parliament 
has a clear role; and the Court of Justice acts as the final interpreter 
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of the rules. Foreign and security policy does not fully follow this 
pattern. It is integrated into the Union’s framework, but it remains 
closer to traditional state sovereignty and intergovernmental coop-
eration than many internal policies.

One way to understand this is to look at what foreign and secu-
rity policy touches. Questions of war and peace, the use of military 
force, alliances, recognition of states, and high-level diplomatic 
positions go to the heart of what states have historically guarded 
as their core prerogatives. For many governments and societies, 
these areas are closely tied to national identity, constitutional tra-
ditions and democratic control by national parliaments. When the 
Union developed its common foreign and security policy, mem-
ber states were therefore cautious. They agreed to cooperate and 
to seek common positions, but they did not want to fully transfer 
these powers to supranational institutions in the same way as they 
had done in the economic field.

As a result, foreign and security policy has a hybrid status. 
On the one hand, it is clearly part of the Union’s legal and polit-
ical order. There are common objectives, agreed principles and 
joint actions. The Union speaks in the name of all member states 
in many international fora, negotiates on their behalf in certain 
areas, and adopts collective decisions that are binding in practice, 
for example in the field of sanctions. On the other hand, many key 
choices – especially those related to security and defence – still 
require unanimity among governments. The European Parliament 
has a more limited role than in internal policies, and the Court of 
Justice has only a restricted jurisdiction. This creates an area of 
policy that is “inside” the Union, but not fully governed by the 
same supranational rules.

The division of responsibilities between the Union and its mem-
ber states in the external sphere also reflects this balance. In some 
domains, the Union has very strong and even exclusive powers. 
Trade policy is the clearest example: when it comes to tariffs, trade 
agreements or common commercial rules, the Union acts as a sin-
gle entity and member states may not conclude separate agree-
ments that contradict its common policy. Over time, elements of 
external economic relations – such as investment, certain aspects 
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of services, or the external dimension of competition and regula-
tion – have also moved closer to the Union level. In these areas, 
the Union is the primary actor, and national foreign policies must 
adapt to the collectively agreed line.

In contrast, in core political and security matters, member states 
retain more autonomy. They maintain their own embassies, intel-
ligence services, armed forces and bilateral agreements. They can 
take positions on international crises, join coalitions, or engage in 
regional initiatives, as long as they do not openly contradict com-
mon European commitments. The common foreign and security 
policy encourages them to coordinate, to inform each other and 
to seek unity where possible, but it does not abolish their national 
foreign policies. In practice, this means that European external 
action is often the result of negotiation and compromise between 
national views and Union-level perspectives.

This division is not static. Over the years, practice and crises 
have pushed member states to accept a stronger Union role in cer-
tain external areas, simply because acting together has proven more 
effective or more credible. At the same time, tensions occasionally 
arise when national governments feel that their specific historical 
ties, geographical interests or domestic political constraints are not 
fully reflected in common positions. Foreign and security policy is 
therefore a field where the Union’s identity as both a community 
of states and a political union is constantly negotiated.

In everyday language, we can say that foreign and security pol-
icy sits at the frontier between “Europe” and the member states. It 
is European enough to give the Union a collective presence on the 
world stage, but national enough to remind us that the Union is 
not a state and that its external voice must be built through persua-
sion and agreement rather than imposed from above. This special 
status makes the area complex and sometimes frustrating, but it 
also explains why decisions in this field often carry such a strong 
symbolic and political weight.
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2.2. Key actors and the institutional architecture
The system of foreign and security policy in the European Union 

is built around several key actors that together form a dense insti-
tutional network. At the core of this network stand the European 
Council and the Council of the European Union. Around them, the 
European Commission and the European Parliament play impor-
tant roles, especially in external economic relations and in pro-
viding political and democratic oversight. The High Representa-
tive and the European External Action Service give this complex 
system a more unified voice and professional diplomatic support. 
Finally, the member states and their national diplomacies remain 
indispensable, both as decision-makers and as implementers of 
external policy on the ground.

The European Council is often described as the strategic cen-
tre of gravity in the Union’s external action. It brings together the 
heads of state or government of the member states, together with 
the President of the European Council and the President of the 
Commission. When major international questions arise – such 
as relations with large powers, responses to wars and crises, or 
choices about enlargement and neighbourhood – it is usually the 
European Council that sets the overall direction. Its conclusions, 
adopted by consensus, do not go into technical detail, but they 
define the main lines of policy: who the Union considers a strate-
gic partner, how it positions itself in a conflict, which values and 
interests it wants to emphasise. In moments of crisis, extraordinary 
meetings of the European Council often become the place where 
member states negotiate a common response and signal unity to 
the outside world.

The Council of the European Union, in its different configura-
tions, translates these strategic orientations into more concrete 
decisions. In foreign and security policy, the key format is the For-
eign Affairs Council, composed of the foreign ministers of the mem-
ber states and chaired by the High Representative. When defence 
issues are at stake, the ministers of defence may meet in a similar 
configuration. The Council adopts common positions, approves the 
launch of missions, agrees on sanctions and endorses negotiation 
mandates for international agreements. In external economic rela-
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tions, other formations of the Council, such as those dealing with 
trade, development or economic affairs, also play an important 
role. The Council is therefore the main arena where national gov-
ernments, acting collectively, turn political will into binding acts.

The European Commission occupies a central place wherever 
external and internal policies intersect. It is responsible for trade 
policy, for many aspects of development cooperation and humani-
tarian aid, and for the external dimension of internal policies such 
as energy, climate, migration or digital regulation. In these areas, 
the Commission negotiates international agreements, manages 
financial instruments, and proposes legislative and policy initia-
tives. Its services maintain regular dialogues with partner coun-
tries and international organisations, ensuring continuity and 
technical expertise. The President of the Commission and some 
of its members also participate actively in high-level diplomacy, 
representing the Union at summits and international conferences, 
especially where economic, regulatory or global governance issues 
dominate the agenda.

The European Parliament, although it does not control foreign 
and security policy in the same way as it controls internal legisla-
tion, plays a growing role in the Union’s external action. It gives 
or withholds consent to many international agreements, especially 
those involving trade, association or cooperation. It debates for-
eign policy issues, adopts resolutions, and invites external leaders 
to address its sessions. Through its budgetary powers, it influences 
the design and funding of external instruments. Members of the 
European Parliament travel, observe elections, engage with civil 
society and partner parliaments. The Parliament thus contributes 
a democratic and often strongly value-based perspective to the 
Union’s external activities, emphasising human rights, rule of law 
and transparency.

At the intersection of these institutions stands the High Rep-
resentative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. This figure is 
sometimes described as the Union’s chief diplomat. The High Rep-
resentative has a double role: at the same time vice-president of 
the Commission and chair of the Foreign Affairs Council. This dual 
position is meant to bridge the gap between intergovernmental 
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foreign policy and the more supranational external competences of 
the Union. In practice, the High Representative is expected to build 
consensus among member states, coordinate the work of the Com-
mission in external fields, and represent the Union on the interna-
tional stage. The personal style, experience and networks of each 
High Representative can make a real difference, since much of the 
job involves persuasion, mediation and the patient construction of 
common positions.

Supporting the High Representative is the European External 
Action Service, which functions as the Union’s diplomatic service. 
It brings together officials from the Union institutions and diplo-
mats seconded by the member states. At its headquarters, the ser-
vice is organised into geographic and thematic directorates that 
follow regions and issues across the world. Abroad, the Union is 
represented by delegations in third countries and at international 
organisations. These delegations act in many ways like embassies: 
they maintain political contacts, report on local developments, 
coordinate the external actions of the Union on the ground, and 
often provide a platform for member states’ embassies to coop-
erate. The External Action Service thus gives the Union a profes-
sional presence in international diplomacy and helps to ensure that 
its actions are coherent across different policy fields.

Despite this dense institutional architecture, the member states 
and their national diplomacies remain central actors. They retain 
their own foreign ministries, embassies, consulates and special 
envoys. They have historical ties, regional priorities and domestic 
constraints that shape their foreign policy preferences. In the com-
mon foreign and security policy, decisions typically require con-
sensus, which gives each state a voice and, in sensitive matters, a 
form of veto power. National diplomats are deeply involved in the 
preparatory committees and working groups that feed into Council 
decisions. In many cases, groups of member states take the lead 
on specific issues or regions, acting as “driving forces” within the 
Union framework. On the ground, national embassies and Union 
delegations often work side by side, sharing information, coordi-
nating messages and, where appropriate, speaking jointly.

In everyday terms, one can think of the Union’s external policy 
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machinery as a crowded stage rather than a single actor. Heads of 
state and government set the broad script, ministers in the Council 
translate it into operational decisions, the Commission manages 
key policy instruments, the Parliament voices democratic con-
cerns, the High Representative and the External Action Service 
provide coordination and diplomatic presence, and national diplo-
macies bring their experience and resources. This complexity can 
be a source of friction and delay, but it also reflects the Union’s 
nature as a union of states and peoples rather than a centralised 
state. When it works well, this architecture allows the Union to 
combine different strengths: the political legitimacy of national 
governments and parliaments, the technical capacity of the Com-
mission, the normative voice of the Parliament, and the profes-
sional diplomacy of the External Action Service.

2.3. Decision-making processes in foreign and 
security policy

Decision-making in the Union’s foreign and security policy 
reflects the same tension that shapes its institutional architecture: 
a desire for common action combined with a strong attachment to 
national sovereignty. This tension is most visible in the basic rule 
that governs how decisions are taken. In most areas of foreign and 
security policy, the default requirement is unanimity among the 
governments of the member states. This means that all states must 
agree before the Union can adopt a common position on a sensitive 
issue, launch a mission, or impose sanctions. Unanimity reassures 
governments that they will not be forced into foreign or security 
commitments against their will. At the same time, it makes deci-
sion-making vulnerable to blockages, last-minute bargaining and 
the influence of domestic politics in any single member state.

There are, however, some carefully defined openings for deci-
sions by qualified majority. In certain cases, once the European 
Council has agreed on broad strategic guidelines, more detailed 
implementing measures can be adopted without unanimity. This 
is particularly relevant where foreign policy overlaps with areas 
of stronger Union competence, such as restrictive measures that 
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must be translated into binding legal acts affecting companies and 
individuals. Even here, the use of majority voting is politically sen-
sitive and subject to many safeguards. As a result, the possibility of 
qualified majority acts more as a potential tool to speed up imple-
mentation and to discourage obstruction than as a routine method 
of deciding on high-profile foreign policy choices.

Alongside unanimity and majority voting, the notion of “con-
structive abstention” offers another way to manage differences 
among member states. Under this practice, a government that can-
not fully support a decision, but does not wish to block the oth-
ers, may formally abstain in a way that allows the Union to move 
forward. The abstaining state declares that it will not be bound by 
certain aspects of the decision, particularly in the field of security 
and defence, but at the same time accepts that the decision will be 
adopted and implemented by the others. This mechanism recog-
nises that complete consensus is sometimes unrealistic, yet it tries 
to preserve unity where it matters most: in the collective image of 
the Union and in the willingness of a critical mass of states to act 
together.

These procedures are not just technical devices. They raise 
important questions about political and democratic responsibility. 
Who is accountable when the Union adopts a foreign policy stance, 
participates in a mission, or decides on far-reaching sanctions? 
On one level, responsibility lies with national governments, since 
they are the ones who sit in the European Council and the Coun-
cil of the European Union, and who must explain their positions 
to their own parliaments and voters. National parliaments retain 
the power to question ministers, to debate sensitive decisions and, 
in some countries, to authorise the deployment of troops or other 
forms of participation in international operations. This national 
layer of control keeps foreign and security policy close to domestic 
democratic processes.

At the same time, there is also responsibility at the level of the 
Union as a whole. The High Representative and the Commission 
must report to the European Parliament, present strategies, answer 
questions and justify the use of external instruments. The Parlia-
ment cannot initiate foreign policy decisions in the same way as 
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it can initiate or amend internal legislation, but it can shape the 
debate, draw public attention to neglected issues and influence the 
design of external budgets and programmes. Civil society, media 
and academic observers also contribute to a broader conversa-
tion about the direction, coherence and ethical implications of 
the Union’s external actions. Even the limited role of the Court of 
Justice in foreign and security matters is part of this picture, as it 
ensures that certain procedural and fundamental rights standards 
are respected when decisions affect individuals and companies.

In everyday terms, one might say that decision-making in this 
field is deliberately “slow and noisy”. It is slow because unanimity 
and careful coordination take time, especially when decisions have 
serious consequences. It is noisy because different institutional 
voices, national parliaments and public debates constantly react to, 
reinterpret and sometimes contest the choices made. This can be 
frustrating in moments of crisis, when fast and decisive action is 
needed. Yet it also reflects the Union’s character as a political sys-
tem that tries to combine effectiveness with legitimacy, and shared 
external goals with respect for the diversity of its member states.

2.4. The main instruments of the EU’s Foreign and 
Security policy

The Union’s foreign and security policy rests on a broad tool-
box of instruments that range from very soft forms of influence 
to measures with strong legal and material effects. At one end 
of the spectrum are diplomatic and political tools. These include 
regular political dialogues with third countries, participation in 
international organisations and conferences, and the practice of 
issuing common positions and declarations. Through high-level 
summits, ministerial meetings and working-level contacts, the 
Union engages in continuous conversation with partners, compet-
itors and regional organisations. Declarations and statements may 
seem modest at first sight, but they matter: they signal how the 
Union interprets events, what behaviour it rewards or criticises, 
and which principles it is prepared to defend. When twenty-seven 
states speak together, even a carefully worded sentence can send 
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a powerful message, especially if it is backed by the possibility of 
further measures.

Diplomatic tools are not limited to official speeches. They also 
include mediation efforts, support for peace processes, election 
observation and quiet diplomacy behind the scenes. The Union 
often relies on its delegations and on special representatives to 
build trust, listen to local actors and propose compromise formu-
las. In conflict-affected societies, the Union’s presence can take the 
form of supporting dialogue platforms, constitutional reforms or 
reconciliation initiatives. In all these cases, the underlying idea is 
that long-term stability grows from inclusive, rule-based politics, 
and that the external role of the Union is to assist, encourage and 
sometimes gently pressure towards such outcomes. These politi-
cal instruments are often the first line of engagement and remain 
active even when more forceful tools are deployed.

Alongside diplomacy, the Union uses contractual and economic 
instruments, which are particularly important given its nature as 
a market and regulatory power. International agreements form 
the legal backbone of many external relationships. Association 
agreements, partnership and cooperation agreements, trade agree-
ments and sectoral accords in areas such as transport, energy or 
research create structured frameworks for cooperation. They set 
out mutual rights and obligations, establish joint institutions, and 
often include conditionality clauses related to democracy, human 
rights or specific reforms. By offering access to its market, finan-
cial support and regulatory cooperation, the Union can encourage 
partner countries to align with its standards and policies. This is 
sometimes described as “integration through law”: the more a part-
ner country’s laws and practices converge with those of the Union, 
the easier economic and political cooperation becomes.

Trade policy is a particularly visible part of this contractual 
toolbox. The Union negotiates tariffs, quotas and rules on services 
and investment not only to open markets for its businesses, but 
also to promote broad regulatory principles such as transparency, 
non-discrimination and environmental or labour protections. 
Because of the size of the internal market, European standards 
often become global reference points, shaping how products are 
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designed and how data is handled far beyond the Union’s borders. 
Development cooperation and financial assistance complement 
this picture. Through bilateral programmes and thematic instru-
ments, the Union supports governance reforms, infrastructure 
projects, education and health initiatives, and responses to human-
itarian crises. These funds are not purely altruistic; they are also 
intended to reduce instability, address root causes of conflict or 
irregular migration, and build partnerships that serve shared inter-
ests. Still, they are typically framed in a language of solidarity and 
partnership, which remains central to the Union’s self-image.

Sanctions and restrictive measures occupy a more coercive part 
of the toolkit. When diplomatic efforts fail or when serious viola-
tions of international law occur, the Union may decide to impose 
targeted measures against individuals, entities, sectors or even 
parts of an economy. These can include asset freezes, travel bans, 
embargoes on certain goods, or restrictions on financial transac-
tions and technology transfers. Sanctions are usually adopted in 
response to clear triggers: aggression against another state, serious 
human rights abuses, terrorism, proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction, or grave corruption. They serve several purposes at 
once: signalling disapproval, increasing the cost of unacceptable 
behaviour, and encouraging a change of course without resorting 
to the use of force. Because sanctions have real consequences for 
businesses and individuals within the Union, they must be care-
fully designed and legally robust, and they often require close 
coordination with partners such as the United States, the United 
Kingdom and other like-minded countries.

Finally, the Union’s foreign and security policy includes civil-
ian and military missions and operations under the Common Secu-
rity and Defence Policy. These missions are typically deployed to 
support crisis management, conflict prevention or post-conflict 
stabilisation. Civilian missions may work with local authorities to 
reform police and justice systems, strengthen border management, 
advise on security sector governance, or monitor ceasefires. Mili-
tary operations can range from providing support to international 
peacekeeping efforts to protecting sea lanes or helping to imple-
ment peace agreements. These engagements are usually authorised 
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at the request of partner governments or endorsed by international 
organisations such as the United Nations. They are not large-scale 
war-fighting missions, but rather focused interventions designed 
to create space for political solutions and to protect civilians in 
vulnerable situations.

What makes these missions distinctive is their integration into 
a broader approach. They rarely stand alone; instead, they are com-
bined with diplomatic initiatives, economic support and develop-
ment programmes. A civilian mission that trains police forces, for 
example, may operate alongside projects that reform the judiciary, 
strengthen civil society and improve local economic prospects. A 
maritime operation that combats piracy or illegal trafficking may 
be linked to efforts to build coastal state capacity, improve regional 
cooperation and address the economic conditions that fuel insecu-
rity. In this way, security instruments are nested within a wider 
concept of external action that keeps the Union’s civilian character 
at the centre while acknowledging the need for credible presence 
in the security field.

Taken together, these instruments illustrate the layered nature 
of the Union’s external policy. The Union seeks to influence its 
environment primarily through dialogue, law, economic ties and 
support for reforms, but it also keeps in reserve more coercive 
measures such as sanctions and, where necessary, limited security 
deployments. The combination is not always perfectly coordinated, 
and debates continue about the right balance between values and 
interests, or between soft and harder tools. Yet the existence of this 
broad toolbox is one of the Union’s main assets. It allows responses 
that are more nuanced than pure military power, but more sub-
stantial than diplomatic speeches alone, and it reflects the Union’s 
ambition to be a comprehensive actor in a complex international 
landscape.



45

2.5. Contemporary challenges and directions  
of development

The current system of actors and instruments in the Union’s 
foreign and security policy faces two closely linked challenges. The 
first concerns coherence among the member states and the speed 
with which the Union can react to external events. The second con-
cerns the deeper question of identity: how to preserve the Union’s 
role as a promoter of norms and values while also becoming more 
strategically autonomous in a world marked by competition, pres-
sure and uncertainty.

Coherence is difficult because foreign policy remains a deeply 
political and sensitive field. Member states have different histories, 
geographical locations and economic ties. For some, relations with 
the Eastern neighbourhood are at the centre of concern; for others, 
the Mediterranean or Africa are more prominent. Energy depend-
ence, migration routes, defence traditions and historical memories 
all shape national preferences. When a crisis erupts – whether in 
the neighbourhood or further away – these different sensitivities 
may lead to diverging instincts: some governments prefer dialogue 
and caution, others favour strong sanctions or a more visible secu-
rity presence. The common decision-making system, which relies 
largely on unanimity, means that these differences must be recon-
ciled before the Union can act.

This reconciliation takes time. The need to reach consensus can 
slow down the Union’s response exactly when speed is critical: mar-
kets move quickly, conflicts escalate, and other powers are ready 
to fill the vacuum. In some cases, by the time a common position is 
agreed, the situation on the ground has already changed. This does 
not mean that the Union is incapable of acting decisively; in recent 
years it has shown that it can agree on far-reaching packages of 
measures when political will is strong. But the tension between 
the desire for unity and the need for rapid action remains. It raises 
the question of whether existing procedures should be adjusted 
to allow more frequent use of majority voting in certain external 
areas, and whether member states are ready to accept the political 
consequences of such a change.
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The second challenge goes beyond procedures and touches 
on how the Union understands its external role. For many years, 
the idea of “normative power” Europe captured the belief that 
the Union’s main strength lay in its ability to shape international 
norms, to support multilateral institutions and to promote human 
rights, democracy and the rule of law. This identity remains impor-
tant and continues to inspire many of the Union’s external actions. 
At the same time, the international environment has become more 
demanding. Other major actors use economic dependencies, tech-
nology, energy and information as tools of influence. Military 
power and hard security considerations have returned more vis-
ibly to the centre of international politics. In this context, relying 
only on persuasion and example is no longer enough.

The notion of strategic autonomy has emerged as a way of 
expressing the need for greater resilience and independence with-
out abandoning partnerships or values. It invites the Union to think 
more carefully about where it is vulnerable to external pressure 
– for instance in critical supply chains, energy sources, defence 
capabilities or digital infrastructures – and to reduce these vulner-
abilities through diversification, investment and internal coordina-
tion. It also implies that the Union should be able to decide, in key 
moments, how to act based on its own assessment of the situation, 
rather than simply following the preferences of others, even when 
they are close allies. The difficulty lies in translating this concept 
into concrete policies while maintaining the Union’s credibility as 
a principled, cooperative actor.

Finding the right balance between normative commitments and 
strategic autonomy will shape the development of the Union’s sys-
tem of actors and instruments in the coming years. On the one 
hand, there is a push to strengthen the efficiency of external action: 
better coordination among institutions, more flexible use of finan-
cial tools, deeper integration of civilian and military planning, 
and possibly broader use of qualified majority voting in specific 
areas. On the other hand, there is a strong desire to ensure that 
any increase in strategic capacity does not undermine the legal and 
ethical foundations of the Union’s external identity. Debates about 
arms exports, security cooperation with authoritarian regimes, or 
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the human rights implications of migration agreements are clear 
examples of this tension.

In practical terms, the future of the Union’s foreign and security 
policy will depend on whether its member states and institutions 
can maintain unity under pressure, adapt procedures without los-
ing legitimacy, and use the full toolbox of instruments in ways that 
are both effective and consistent with its core values. The system of 
actors and instruments described in this chapter is therefore not a 
finished structure but an evolving framework, constantly reshaped 
by crises, political choices and the changing landscape of interna-
tional relations.

Questions:
1.	 How does the special status of foreign and security policy differ 

from the more “normal” supranational policies of the EU, such 
as the internal market or competition policy?

2.	 Why have member states been more cautious about transfer-
ring powers in foreign and security policy than in many eco-
nomic or social areas?

3.	 In what sense is foreign and security policy a “hybrid” field that 
is both part of the EU system and still closely linked to national 
sovereignty?

4.	 What is the specific role of the European Council in shaping the 
overall strategic direction of the EU’s external action?

5.	 How does the Council of the European Union, especially the 
Foreign Affairs Council, turn broad political orientations into 
concrete foreign policy decisions?

6.	 In which ways do the European Commission and the European 
Parliament influence the EU’s external action, particularly in 
trade, development and international agreements?

7.	 Why is the High Representative often described as a “bridge” 
between member states and EU institutions, and how does the 
European External Action Service support this role?

8.	 How do national diplomacies and embassies of member states 
interact with EU delegations in third countries, and what are 
the advantages and difficulties of this dual presence?
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9.	 What are the main decision-making rules in the Common For-
eign and Security Policy, and why does unanimity play such a 
central role?

10.	How do qualified majority voting and constructive abstention 
seek to reconcile the need for common action with the protec-
tion of sensitive national interests?

11.	What forms do the EU’s diplomatic and political instruments 
take (for example, dialogues, declarations, mediation), and how 
can they shape the behaviour of partners?

12.	How do international agreements, trade policy and financial 
assistance function as external instruments that both serve EU 
interests and promote reforms in partner countries?

13.	In which situations does the EU resort to sanctions and restric-
tive measures, and what are the main opportunities and risks 
associated with this tool?

14.	What is the purpose of civilian and military missions under the 
EU’s security and defence policy, and how do they complement 
other external instruments?

15.	What are the key contemporary challenges for the EU’s sys-
tem of actors and tools in foreign and security policy, especially 
regarding internal coherence, speed of reaction, and the balance 
between normative power and strategic autonomy?
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TOPIC 3: ENLARGEMENT  
AS EU FOREIGN POLICY 

3.1.	 Enlargement within the system of EU external action
3.2.	 The historical evolution of Enlargement Policy 
3.3.	 Principles, criteria and conditionality
3.4.	 Procedures and instruments of enlargement policy
3.5.	 Enlargement, neighbourhood and the borders of the EU
3.6.	 Contemporary debates and prospects of enlargement

The overall goal of Topic 3 is to help students understand 
enlargement as one of the European Union’s most powerful exter-
nal policy instruments: how it has evolved over time, which prin-
ciples and conditions it is based on, how the enlargement process 
works in practice, how it interacts with neighbourhood policy 
and questions of borders, and why current debates about future 
enlargements are closely linked to the EU’s geopolitical role and 
identity.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 3, students should be able to: 
•	 Explain why enlargement is not just an internal process but 

also a key tool of the eu’s foreign policy and regional trans-
formation; 

•	 Describe the main historical waves of enlargement and their 
impact on the eu and on wider europe; 

•	 Identify and interpret the core principles and criteria of 
enlargement, including the copenhagen criteria and the 
logic of conditionality; 

•	 Outline the main stages and instruments of the enlargement 
process, from association to accession negotiations and 
pre-accession assistance; 

•	 Analyse the relationship between enlargement policy, the 
european neighbourhood policy and alternative forms of 
deep integration without full membership; 

•	 And reflect critically on contemporary debates about 
“enlargement fatigue”, rule of law challenges and the geopo-
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litical importance of western balkans and eastern partners 
for the eu’s external role.

Key terms:

Enlargement – the process through which new countries join 
the European Union by meeting agreed political, economic and 
legal conditions and signing an accession treaty;

Copenhagen criteria – the basic political, economic and insti-
tutional conditions that a state must fulfil to become an EU mem-
ber, including democracy, rule of law, human rights, a functioning 
market economy and the capacity to implement EU law;

Conditionality – the principle that closer integration and 
more support from the EU depend on concrete progress in reforms, 
often summarised as “more for more” and including the possibility 
to slow down or reverse the process if reforms are not sustained;

Candidate country – a state that has been formally recognised 
by the EU as having a membership perspective and that is either 
preparing for or already engaged in accession negotiations;

Accession negotiations – the structured process in which the 
EU and a candidate country examine and align national laws and 
institutions with the EU acquis, chapter by chapter, before signing 
an accession treaty;

Pre-accession assistance – financial and technical support 
from the EU to aspiring members to help them carry out reforms, 
strengthen institutions and prepare for the obligations of member-
ship;

European Neighbourhood Policy – the EU’s framework for 
political and economic cooperation with neighbouring countries 
that are close, but not necessarily on a clear track to membership, 
based on shared values and gradual integration;

Absorption capacity – the EU’s ability to integrate new mem-
bers without undermining its own institutional functioning, pol-
icy effectiveness and public support, often used as a parameter in 
debates about the pace and scope of future enlargements.
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3.1. Enlargement within the system  
of EU external action

Within the broader landscape of the Union’s external action, 
enlargement has a very particular place. It is not simply one pol-
icy field among many; it is one of the most powerful instruments 
the Union possesses to influence its neighbourhood and to shape 
the political, economic and legal environment beyond its borders. 
While trade agreements, development programmes and diplomatic 
dialogues can create incentives and frameworks for cooperation, 
enlargement goes much further. It offers the possibility of mem-
bership in the Union itself, with all the rights and responsibilities 
that this entails. This promise has a transformative effect on can-
didate countries and, at the same time, feeds back into how the 
Union understands its own identity and limits.

Seen from the perspective of foreign policy, enlargement can be 
described as a long-term strategy for stabilising and transforming 
the Union’s surrounding space. When the Union opens the door to 
new members, it does so under strict conditions: candidate coun-
tries are expected to build functioning democratic institutions, 
protect human rights, guarantee the rule of law, develop a market 
economy capable of coping with competition inside the Union, and 
adopt the entire body of Union law. The promise of membership 
therefore becomes a powerful lever for internal reforms in those 
countries. Governments adopt laws, reorganise public administra-
tions, modernise their economies and sometimes revise constitu-
tions in order to align themselves with the Union’s requirements. 
The Union does not directly govern these societies; it creates a 
framework in which domestic actors – politicians, civil servants, 
judges, businesses and civil society – find it in their interest to 
move in a European direction.

This transformative potential is the reason why enlargement 
is often described as one of the Union’s most successful external 
policies. In Central and Eastern Europe after the end of the Cold 
War, the perspective of joining the Union helped to consolidate 
democratic transitions, to anchor economic reforms and to reduce 
the temptation of nationalist or authoritarian alternatives. In the 
Western Balkans, the prospect of membership has been used to 
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encourage reconciliation after war, to promote regional coopera-
tion and to resolve bilateral disputes. In all these cases, enlarge-
ment serves foreign policy goals: it contributes to peace, stability 
and prosperity in the Union’s neighbourhood, and it reduces the 
risk that crises will spill over into Union territory.

At the same time, enlargement is deeply connected to the inter-
nal logic of integration. The Union is not a simple international 
organisation that can constantly add new members without much 
change to its own functioning. Each new enlargement requires 
adjustments in internal decision-making, budgetary arrange-
ments and policy implementation. The question “who can join?” is 
therefore also a question about “what the Union is” and “how far 
it can stretch” without losing coherence. This internal dimension 
explains why debates about enlargement often combine security 
arguments, economic calculations and discussions about cultural 
and political identity. Extending membership is not only a ges-
ture towards the outside world; it is a choice about how the Union 
wants to evolve from within.

The link between internal integration and external transforma-
tion becomes particularly visible when we look at the role of the 
acquis communautaire – the accumulated body of Union law and 
practice. Candidate countries are expected to adopt and implement 
this acquis before accession. This includes not only formal legisla-
tion but also standards, regulatory approaches and administrative 
cultures. In this way, enlargement operates as a large-scale mech-
anism for exporting norms. Instead of negotiating individual rules 
one by one, the Union essentially offers a package: acceptance 
of a comprehensive legal and normative framework in exchange 
for full participation in the benefits of membership. For candidate 
countries, this is demanding. It requires a profound reorganisation 
of domestic systems. But it also offers a clear direction of travel and 
a high degree of predictability.

This “export of norms” goes beyond technical regulation. It also 
involves values and political principles. The so-called Copenhagen 
criteria, which define the basic conditions for membership, empha-
sise democracy, human rights, minority protection and the rule 
of law. These are not purely internal issues; they are central to 
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how the Union wants to be perceived externally. When the Union 
insists that aspiring members reform their judiciaries, fight cor-
ruption or guarantee media freedom, it is both protecting its own 
legal and political space and projecting an image of what it consid-
ers legitimate and desirable governance. In this sense, enlargement 
combines the Union’s identity as a community of values with its 
role as an international actor.

However, the export of norms through enlargement is not a 
one-way street. As candidate countries adjust to Union stand-
ards, they also bring their own experiences, perspectives and sen-
sitivities into the Union. When they finally join, they participate 
in shaping future policies and in redefining the Union’s stance 
towards other neighbours. The internal and external dimensions 
of enlargement thus constantly interact. Each enlargement wave 
shifts the centre of gravity of debates within the Union – for exam-
ple, by giving more weight to Eastern neighbourhood issues after 
the accession of Central and Eastern European states, or by rein-
forcing attention to the Western Balkans once countries from that 
region join. Enlargement as an external policy tool therefore per-
manently reshapes the internal map of interests.

In everyday language, one might say that enlargement blurs 
the line between “inside” and “outside”. What begins as foreign 
policy – offering a path towards closer association and eventual 
membership – gradually turns into domestic policy as candidate 
countries become member states. External conditionality becomes 
internal commitment. This makes enlargement a demanding and 
sometimes controversial instrument: it requires patience, consist-
ency and a willingness to accept that external transformations will 
also transform the Union itself. Yet precisely because of this depth 
and mutual impact, enlargement occupies a central place in the 
system of the Union’s external actions, linking its desire to project 
stability and norms beyond its borders with the ongoing story of 
its own integration.



55

3.2. The historical evolution of Enlargement Policy 
From the very beginning, enlargement developed alongside 

the deepening of European integration. The first “waves” of acces-
sions in the 1970s and 1980s – the United Kingdom, Ireland and 
Denmark, followed by Greece, Spain and Portugal – took place at 
the same time as important steps in internal market construction, 
monetary cooperation and institutional reform. Enlargement and 
deepening were not opposites; they reinforced each other. New 
members joined a project that was becoming denser and ambitious, 
while their accession, in turn, created the political momentum to 
adapt institutions and policies. In this early phase, enlargement 
was largely framed as a way to stabilise Western Europe, con-
solidate democracy after dictatorships in Southern Europe, and 
strengthen the economic and political weight of the Communities 
in the world.

The end of the Cold War opened a completely new chapter. 
Countries in Central and Eastern Europe, which had been on the 
other side of the Iron Curtain, expressed a strong desire to “return 
to Europe”. The Union responded by offering the prospect of mem-
bership, but under conditions that were much more demanding 
and detailed than in earlier decades. The so-called “big enlarge-
ments” of 2004, 2007 and 2013 brought twelve new member states, 
most of them post-socialist countries. These enlargements funda-
mentally changed the geography and balance of the Union. The 
Union expanded its borders eastwards, acquired new neighbours, 
and took on a much more visible role in shaping the political and 
economic order of the continent as a whole.

These big enlargements also had an internal meaning: they 
tested the capacity of the Union to absorb many new members 
while maintaining decision-making efficiency and policy coher-
ence. They required major institutional reforms and led to new 
debates about budgetary solidarity, regional development and eco-
nomic convergence. From the point of view of external action, they 
confirmed enlargement as a key instrument for stabilising fragile 
transitions and integrating diverse societies into a common legal 
and economic framework. At the same time, the scale and speed of 
these accessions generated concerns about how far and how fast 



56

the Union could continue to grow without undermining its own 
functioning.

Over time, enlargement policy moved from a relatively tech-
nocratic exercise to a more openly political process. In the earlier 
waves, negotiations focused mainly on adapting sectoral policies 
and resolving practical questions: how to manage agricultural quo-
tas, how to integrate national industries into the common mar-
ket, how to phase in free movement. Political conditions such as 
democracy and respect for human rights were certainly present, 
but they were often assumed rather than constantly monitored. In 
the post-Cold War enlargements, by contrast, the political dimen-
sion became central. The Union developed detailed criteria on the 
rule of law, judicial independence, minority protection and the 
fight against corruption. Progress was evaluated through regular 
reports, benchmarks and action plans. Accession became not only 
a technical alignment with the acquis, but a deeper transformation 
of political systems and state institutions.

At the same time, domestic politics inside the Union gained more 
weight in enlargement debates. Public concerns about migration, 
labour markets, identity and the financial costs of integration influ-
enced how governments approached new rounds of enlargement. 
Skepticism among parts of the electorate led to talk of “enlarge-
ment fatigue” and to a more cautious, sometimes hesitant, attitude 
towards extending membership further. This politicisation did not 
mean that enlargement lost its importance; rather, it meant that 
decisions about it could no longer be treated as mainly technical 
or elite-driven. They became part of broader conversations about 
what kind of Union citizens wanted, what values they were ready 
to defend, and where the external borders of the project should be 
drawn.

3.3. Principles, criteria and conditionality
The policy of enlargement rests on a set of principles and cri-

teria that are meant to ensure that new members are ready to 
join and that the Union itself can continue to function effectively. 
These principles are not only technical; they reflect a particular 
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understanding of what kind of political and economic community 
the Union wants to be. At the heart of this framework stand the 
so-called Copenhagen criteria, the principle of conditionality, and 
the idea that the Union has its own limits of “absorption capacity”.

The Copenhagen criteria, formulated in the early 1990s, 
define the basic conditions that any country must meet in order 
to become a member. They are usually grouped into three broad 
categories: political, economic and institutional. The political cri-
terion requires stable institutions that guarantee democracy, the 
rule of law, human rights and respect for and protection of minor-
ities. This includes free and fair elections, an independent judici-
ary, effective checks and balances, and safeguards for freedom of 
expression and association. The economic criterion calls for a func-
tioning market economy and the capacity to cope with competitive 
pressure and market forces inside the Union. This implies macro-
economic stability, a reliable legal environment for business, and 
progress in privatisation and structural reforms where needed. The 
institutional criterion refers to the ability to adopt, implement and 
enforce the entire body of Union law, including the willingness 
and capacity to participate fully in the Union’s policies and deci-
sion-making processes.

These criteria are not meant to be abstract declarations. They are 
operationalised through detailed assessments, monitoring reports 
and structured dialogues between the Union and each aspiring 
country. Progress is examined in specific areas, such as judicial 
reform, public administration, competition policy or anti-corrup-
tion measures. In this way, the Copenhagen criteria provide a com-
mon language for discussing reforms, identifying weaknesses and 
setting priorities. They also give domestic actors in candidate coun-
tries a clear reference point: they know what the Union expects 
and can use these expectations to support change at home.

The principle of conditionality connects these criteria to the 
broader logic of incentives and support. In simple terms, it can be 
summarised as “more reforms – more support”. The Union does 
not simply open its doors and wait; it offers financial assistance, 
technical advice and gradual integration into certain policies 
in exchange for concrete progress on reforms. When a country 
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advances in meeting the criteria, it may receive more funding, 
closer trade relations, or the opening of new chapters in the acces-
sion negotiations. When progress stalls or reforms are reversed, 
the process can slow down, be frozen, or in some cases even move 
backwards. This “reversibility” of the process is important. It sig-
nals that enlargement is not automatic and that commitments must 
be respected over time, not only at the moment of accession.

Conditionality is therefore both a carrot and a discipline. It 
gives governments a positive story to tell their societies: reforms 
bring the country closer to membership and unlock new opportu-
nities. At the same time, it reminds them that membership is not a 
gift but a shared responsibility. For the Union, conditionality helps 
to protect its own legal and political environment. By insisting that 
new members reach a certain level of democratic and economic 
development before joining, the Union tries to reduce the risk 
that internal stability will be undermined by unresolved structural 
problems imported from outside.

Over time, enlargement policy has also developed a more differ-
entiated approach to aspiring members. Not all countries are at the 
same stage of readiness or have the same type of relationship with 
the Union. Some are officially recognised as candidate countries, 
with formal accession negotiations either opened or expected. 
Others are considered potential candidates, which means that the 
perspective of eventual membership is acknowledged, but the con-
ditions for starting negotiations are not yet fulfilled. In addition, 
some neighbouring states may have deep association agreements 
and strong trade ties without a clear or immediate membership per-
spective. This differentiation allows the Union to tailor its instru-
ments to the situation of each partner, while keeping a degree of 
flexibility in how and when it moves forward.

Linked to this differentiation is the notion of the Union’s 
“absorption capacity”. This term captures the idea that enlarge-
ment is not only about whether a candidate country is ready, but 
also about whether the Union can absorb new members without 
harming its own ability to act. Absorption capacity has several 
dimensions. It includes institutional aspects, such as how more 
members will affect decision-making in the Council and the Par-
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liament; budgetary aspects, such as the impact on agricultural and 
regional policies; and political aspects, such as citizens’ acceptance 
of further enlargement. When debates about the pace and scope 
of enlargement become heated, references to absorption capacity 
often reappear. They express concerns that moving too fast, or tak-
ing in too many new members at once, could overload the Union’s 
systems and weaken public support for the project.

In practice, these elements – the Copenhagen criteria, condi-
tionality, differentiation and absorption capacity – form a delicate 
balance. If the conditions are too strict or the process too slow, can-
didate countries may become frustrated, and reform coalitions may 
lose strength. If the conditions are applied too loosely or the pro-
cess is driven only by short-term geopolitical considerations, the 
Union may end up admitting members that are not fully prepared, 
with long-term consequences for internal cohesion and credibility. 
Managing this balance is one of the central challenges of enlarge-
ment policy. It requires patience, clarity and a willingness to com-
bine strategic vision with careful attention to the realities of each 
candidate country and of the Union itself.

3.4. Procedures and instruments  
of enlargement policy

The policy of enlargement is not only about principles and cri-
teria; it also relies on a clear set of procedures and practical instru-
ments. These provide structure to the relationship between the 
Union and each aspiring country and translate the rather abstract 
idea of “moving towards membership” into concrete, manageable 
steps. From the Union’s perspective, this structured approach helps 
to keep the process transparent and predictable. From the perspec-
tive of the aspiring country, it offers a roadmap that links political 
decisions to reforms and to tangible forms of support.

One important element is the status that a country holds in its 
relationship with the Union. At the most basic level, a state may be 
associated with the Union through an association agreement. Such 
an agreement typically provides for close political dialogue, deep 
trade integration, and cooperation in many sectors, but it does not 
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automatically imply a formal promise of membership. Some asso-
ciated countries, however, are recognised as potential candidates, 
meaning that the Union sees them as possible future members, 
provided that they meet the necessary conditions. A further step is 
the formal status of candidate country, which is granted when the 
Union considers that a state has made sufficient progress in political 
and economic reforms to justify a more structured accession pro-
cess. Beyond this point, the Union may decide to open negotiations 
on membership, which is a significant political act: it signals that 
the door is no longer only theoretically open, but that both sides are 
prepared to start working through the detailed conditions for entry.

Once accession negotiations begin, the process becomes highly 
structured and technical. The core of this process is the grad-
ual examination and adoption of the Union’s law and standards, 
grouped into thematic chapters or clusters. Each chapter covers a 
specific policy area, such as competition, environment, justice and 
home affairs, or agriculture. Before negotiations on a chapter can 
really start, the Union usually conducts a “screening” exercise. This 
means that experts from the Union and from the candidate coun-
try compare existing national laws and practices with the relevant 
part of the Union’s legal order. The aim is to identify gaps, differ-
ences and areas that require reform. On the basis of this screening, 
the Union sets benchmarks that the candidate country must meet 
in order to provisionally close the chapter.

Negotiations on each chapter follow a similar pattern. The 
candidate country presents its plans for aligning with Union law, 
including timetables and, where necessary, requests for transi-
tional periods. The Union evaluates whether these plans are cred-
ible and sufficient. If it is satisfied that the necessary reforms have 
been undertaken or firmly committed, the chapter may be tempo-
rarily closed. This closure is “provisional” because it can be reo-
pened later if serious problems arise or if new Union legislation 
significantly changes the requirements. Only when all chapters are 
closed and the Union is confident that the candidate country is 
able to implement the acquis as a whole can the accession treaty 
be finalised. This treaty then needs to be signed and ratified by all 
member states and the candidate itself.
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Alongside these legal and procedural steps, the Union provides 
a wide range of financial and technical instruments to help aspir-
ing members prepare for membership. These include pre-accession 
funds that support investments in infrastructure, social develop-
ment and economic modernisation, as well as specific programmes 
focused on strengthening public administration, the judiciary and 
regulatory bodies. Technical assistance may come in the form of 
expert missions, training programmes, and so-called “twinning” 
projects, where institutions from member states work directly with 
their counterparts in candidate countries. For example, a ministry 
of justice from an existing member may partner with a ministry in 
a candidate state to share experience on court administration, legal 
drafting or anti-corruption measures.

These instruments serve several purposes at once. They reduce 
the financial burden of reforms for candidate countries, making 
it easier to invest in new infrastructure, modern technologies or 
administrative reforms that are necessary for implementing Union 
rules. They also help to spread practical knowledge about how 
Union policies work in daily life, beyond the formal text of laws. 
Officials and experts from candidate countries can learn from the 
successes and mistakes of member states, and adapt solutions to 
their own context. In addition, the steady flow of projects and 
cooperation creates dense networks between people and institu-
tions, which can later support a smoother integration once mem-
bership is achieved.

All these elements – status, negotiation procedures, and pre-ac-
cession instruments – are designed to make enlargement a gradual 
and controlled process. The Union does not simply wait until a 
country is “ready” and then invite it to join. Instead, it uses the 
very act of preparation as a tool of transformation. Each new law 
adopted, each institution modernised, each joint project completed 
brings the candidate country closer to the Union in practical terms. 
At the same time, the structured nature of the process gives the 
Union the possibility to pause, adjust or, if necessary, slow down 
progress when reforms stall or political conditions deteriorate. In 
this sense, the procedures and instruments of enlargement are not 
merely technical details; they are central to how the Union bal-
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ances openness with caution and ambition with responsibility in 
its role as a transformative external actor.

3.5. Enlargement, neighbourhood  
and the borders of the EU

Enlargement policy does not operate in isolation. It is closely 
connected to the Union’s broader approach to its neighbours and 
to the question of where, in political and geographical terms, the 
Union’s “space” begins and ends. Over time, the Union has devel-
oped a set of policies that address countries which are close, but not 
necessarily on a clear track to membership. The most important of 
these is the European Neighbourhood Policy, which was designed 
to offer a structured relationship to states in Eastern Europe, the 
Southern Caucasus, and the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean. 
In practice, enlargement and neighbourhood policies form a con-
tinuum: they use similar instruments and language, but differ in 
the level of ambition and in the ultimate horizon they offer.

The European Neighbourhood Policy grew out of a simple, but 
powerful, idea: if the Union wanted to enjoy stability, prosperity 
and security, it needed a “ring of well-governed countries” at its 
borders. Not all of these countries could or would become mem-
bers, but many of them were deeply affected by Union decisions 
on trade, migration, energy or security. The Neighbourhood Pol-
icy therefore offered a framework for closer political association 
and economic integration, based on shared values and on grad-
ual alignment with parts of the Union’s law and standards. In this 
sense, it borrowed from the logic of enlargement – conditionality, 
reform incentives, action plans – but without promising member-
ship as the final reward.

This interplay is one of the key features of the Union’s exter-
nal strategy. For some countries, particularly in Eastern Europe 
and the Western Balkans, the Neighbourhood Policy or similar 
frameworks have functioned as a “waiting room” or a prepara-
tory stage for eventual candidate status. For others, they are more 
likely to remain the main framework of their relationship with the 
Union for the foreseeable future. The line between “neighbour” and 
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“future member” is therefore not purely formal; it reflects political 
choices on both sides and can shift over time. This flexibility allows 
the Union to respond to changing circumstances, but it also gen-
erates uncertainty and, at times, frustration among partners who 
would like a clearer long-term perspective.

Because not every neighbour will become a member, the Union 
has developed a range of alternatives to full membership that still 
provide a high degree of integration. Association agreements, 
often combined with deep and comprehensive free trade areas, are 
one such alternative. They give partner countries broad access to 
the Union market, encourage regulatory convergence, and create 
regular forums for political dialogue, without placing the full set of 
obligations and rights of membership on the table. Other models 
include the European Economic Area, which extends the internal 
market to a small group of non-member states, and various forms 
of “privileged partnership” or “special status” that highlight politi-
cal closeness and shared interests.

These alternatives can be seen as part of a wider search for dif-
ferentiated integration in the Union’s surrounding space. Some 
partners are ready and willing to adopt substantial parts of the 
Union’s acquis in areas such as trade, competition or energy, while 
remaining outside the institutions. Others prefer looser coopera-
tion around specific sectors, such as research, transport or security. 
The Union has tried to accommodate these differences by offering 
menus of cooperation, from basic trade preferences to deep free 
trade areas, from limited political dialogues to regular summits 
and structured security discussions. In all cases, however, there is 
a clear hierarchy: full membership remains the most far-reaching 
and demanding form of integration, while association and partner-
ship represent more flexible, but also more limited, arrangements.

Behind these concrete policy instruments lies a more funda-
mental question: where do the borders of the Union – and of its 
enlargement space – actually lie? Geographically, the Union has 
always defined itself in reference to “European” states, but the 
notion of what counts as “European” is neither purely geographical 
nor entirely fixed. Politically, the answer depends on how far the 
Union is willing to extend its model of integration and how much 
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internal diversity it can manage without losing coherence. Histori-
cally, debates about the Union’s “final borders” have returned reg-
ularly, especially when discussion turns to large or strategically 
sensitive countries. Some argue that the Union must keep the door 
open as broadly as possible, in line with its values and its desire 
to stabilise its wider region. Others insist on the need to recognise 
limits, both for reasons of identity and for reasons of institutional 
capacity.

This question of borders is not just theoretical. It has direct 
implications for how enlargement and neighbourhood policies are 
designed and justified. If the “space of possible enlargement” is 
understood as wide and flexible, then association and neighbour-
hood instruments may be seen as stepping stones, keeping options 
open for the future. If, by contrast, the Union leans towards a more 
restrictive understanding of its borders, these instruments may 
increasingly be presented as long-term alternatives to member-
ship, offering closeness without inclusion. In practice, the Union 
has oscillated between these two visions, often adjusting its lan-
guage and emphasis in response to internal public opinion, exter-
nal security developments and the domestic evolution of partner 
countries.

For the neighbours, this ambiguity has both advantages and 
costs. On the one hand, flexible arrangements allow them to tai-
lor their engagement with the Union to their own preferences 
and constraints. They can benefit from trade, investment, mobility 
schemes and sectoral cooperation without taking on all the obliga-
tions of membership. On the other hand, a lack of clarity about the 
ultimate horizon can weaken the motivational force of reforms and 
feed disappointment, especially in societies where “joining Europe” 
has become a central political aspiration. Managing expectations – 
neither over-promising nor closing doors too quickly – is there-
fore one of the most delicate tasks of the Union’s external policy 
towards its neighbours.

In everyday terms, we can say that enlargement, neighbour-
hood and the question of borders are three sides of the same tri-
angle. Enlargement is the most intense form of integration, neigh-
bourhood policy provides structured closeness without full entry, 
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and the debate on borders sets the outer frame within which these 
options make sense. The Union’s challenge is to use these tools in 
a way that supports stability, encourages reforms and respects the 
aspirations of its neighbours, while also preserving its own cohe-
sion and capacity to act. The answer is not fixed once and for all; 
it will continue to evolve as the Union itself changes and as the 
political landscape around it shifts.

3.6. Contemporary debates and prospects of 
enlargement

Current debates on enlargement are marked by a deep tension 
between what is often called “enlargement fatigue” and a renewed 
sense of geopolitical necessity. On one side, parts of public opinion 
and some political elites in existing member states express scepti-
cism about further rounds of accession. They remember the rapid 
succession of large enlargements, the financial and administrative 
costs of integration, and unresolved internal challenges linked to 
economic divergence, migration or political polarisation. For these 
actors, the Union already feels “large enough”, and the priority 
should be to consolidate what has been achieved rather than to 
extend membership even further. On the other side, geopolitical 
developments in the Union’s neighbourhood – including instabil-
ity, external interference and open conflict – have strengthened 
the argument that offering a credible membership perspective to 
certain neighbours is not only a matter of generosity or values, but 
also of strategic self-interest. From this viewpoint, enlargement is 
seen as a tool to stabilise fragile regions, to reduce the influence of 
rival powers, and to anchor neighbouring countries in a coopera-
tive, rule-based framework that supports the Union’s own security.

This tension runs through many concrete discussions. When 
the Union considers whether to open new accession negotiations, 
to grant candidate status or to move a country from one stage of 
the process to another, domestic debates in member states often 
reflect fears of “overstretch”, concerns about labour markets, or 
anxieties about cultural and identity issues. At the same time, the 
security situation in areas such as the Western Balkans or Eastern 
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Europe makes it difficult to argue convincingly that long-term sta-
bility can be achieved without a clear and credible European per-
spective. The result is a debate that oscillates between caution and 
urgency, between calls to slow down and calls to use enlargement 
more decisively as a foreign policy instrument.

A second major theme in contemporary debates concerns the 
challenge of protecting values and the rule of law, both before 
and after accession. The Copenhagen criteria and the principle of 
conditionality were designed to ensure that new members would 
enter the Union with solid democratic institutions, independent 
judiciaries and a robust respect for fundamental rights. In practice, 
significant progress has been achieved in many candidate coun-
tries through this framework. However, experience has also shown 
that reforms made under the pressure of accession can erode once 
membership has been obtained. Instances of democratic backslid-
ing, threats to media freedom, politicisation of the judiciary or sys-
temic corruption within some member states have raised difficult 
questions: how effective has pre-accession conditionality really 
been, and what can the Union do when core values are challenged 
from within?

These questions have a direct impact on the credibility of 
enlargement policy. If citizens in existing member states see that 
the Union struggles to ensure respect for its own values among 
current members, they may become more reluctant to accept fur-
ther enlargements. If aspirant countries perceive that political con-
siderations allow some states to escape consequences while others 
are held to stricter standards, they may doubt the fairness of the 
process. The Union has responded by strengthening monitoring 
mechanisms, exploring new tools to protect the rule of law, and 
linking access to funds more closely to respect for basic principles. 
Yet the underlying dilemma remains: enlargement is both a power-
ful instrument for spreading values and a potential source of inter-
nal tension if those values are not consistently upheld over time.

A third aspect of the contemporary debate concerns the specific 
regions that are currently at the centre of enlargement discussions 
and what they reveal about the Union’s external role. The West-
ern Balkans remain a priority, both because of their geographi-
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cal position in the heart of Europe and because of their history of 
conflict and fragile statehood. For these countries, the European 
perspective has been repeatedly affirmed, but actual progress has 
been uneven and often slow. This creates a risk of disillusionment, 
which can be exploited by domestic actors or by external powers 
that offer alternative models or support. How the Union manages 
enlargement in the Western Balkans is therefore a test of its ability 
to combine consistency, patience and credibility in a strategically 
sensitive region.

Similarly, countries in the Union’s Eastern neighbourhood that 
aspire to membership, such as some of the Eastern partners, bring 
enlargement policy into direct contact with broader security and 
geopolitical questions. Their reform efforts take place in an envi-
ronment shaped by conflict, external pressure and complex domes-
tic politics. Offering them a clear path to integration involves not 
only technical assessments of their readiness, but also difficult stra-
tegic choices about the Union’s relations with other major powers 
and about the risks it is willing to assume in defending its vision 
of a peaceful, rule-based European order. In this sense, prospective 
enlargements in these regions function as a mirror of the Union’s 
external identity: are we mainly a cautious market power that pre-
fers limited, reversible commitments, or are we prepared to back 
up our values and promises with long-term engagement, even 
under adverse conditions?

Looking to the future, debates on enlargement are therefore not 
only about how many members the Union will have or how far 
its borders will stretch. They are also about what kind of inter-
national actor the Union wants to be. A Union that retreats from 
enlargement may gain short-term comfort but risk losing influence 
and credibility in its neighbourhood. A Union that pushes enlarge-
ment forward without addressing internal rule-of-law challenges 
and decision-making reforms may undermine its own coherence. 
The challenge is to find a middle path: one that keeps the trans-
formative promise of enlargement alive, strengthens the mecha-
nisms that protect shared values, and adapts institutions so that 
a larger Union can still act effectively. In this way, the future of 
enlargement policy will continue to serve as a barometer of both 
the Union’s internal confidence and its external ambitions.
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Questions:
1.	 How does enlargement function as an instrument of the EU’s 

external policy rather than only as an internal administrative 
process of adding new members?

2.	 In what ways has the promise of EU membership helped to 
transform political and economic systems in neighbouring 
countries, especially in Central and Eastern Europe?

3.	 How did the early waves of enlargement in the 1970s and 1980s 
differ from the “big enlargements” of 2004–2013 in terms of 
scale, objectives and impact on Europe’s political order?

4.	 What were the main internal challenges for the EU linked to 
the large post-Cold War enlargements, and how did they affect 
debates on the Union’s future borders?

5.	 How do the Copenhagen criteria define the minimum stand-
ards for democracy, human rights, market economy and insti-
tutional capacity in aspiring member states?

6.	 Why is conditionality central to enlargement policy, and how 
does the “more reforms – more support” logic work in practice 
for candidate and potential candidate countries?

7.	 What is meant by the idea that the enlargement process is 
reversible, and why does reversibility matter for the credibility 
of EU conditionality?

8.	 How are the different statuses of association, potential candi-
date and candidate country used to structure the relationship 
between the EU and aspiring members?

9.	 What are the main stages and techniques of accession negotia-
tions, including screening, chapters or clusters of the acquis and 
the provisional closure of chapters?

10.	How do financial and technical instruments of pre-accession 
assistance support institutional convergence and administra-
tive capacity in countries preparing for membership?

11.	In what ways are enlargement policy and the European Neigh-
bourhood Policy interconnected, and how can neighbourhood 
frameworks act as either a bridge to, or an alternative to, mem-
bership?

12.	What kinds of “deep integration without full membership” have 
emerged as alternatives, such as association agreements with 
deep free trade areas or “privileged partnerships”?
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13.	Why is the question “where do the borders of the EU end?” 
so politically sensitive, and how does it influence the design of 
enlargement and neighbourhood policies?

14.	How do concerns about “enlargement fatigue” interact with 
geopolitical arguments that further enlargement, especially in 
the Western Balkans and Eastern neighbourhood, is a strategic 
necessity for the EU?

15.	In what sense do future enlargements towards the Western Bal-
kans and Eastern partners serve as a test of the EU’s external 
role, its commitment to values and its capacity to act as a cred-
ible geopolitical actor?
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TOPIC 4: COMMON SECURITY  
AND DEFENSE POLICY 

4.1.	 Origins and legal foundations of CSDP
4.2.	 Institutional framework and decision-making in CSDP
4.3.	 Missions, operations and capability development
4.4.	 CSDP in the wider security architecture: partnerships, chal-

lenges and future directions

The overall goal of Topic 4 is to help students understand how 
the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) fits into the evo-
lution of the European Union from a purely civilian, economically 
focused actor to a Union that is capable of planning and conduct-
ing security and defence missions. The topic explains where CSDP 
comes from, how it is embedded in the EU’s treaties and institu-
tions, how missions and operations are organised in practice, and 
how CSDP relates to other parts of the European and global secu-
rity architecture.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 4, students should be able to:
•	 Explain the origins and legal foundations of CSDP, including 

the role of the Petersberg tasks and the treaty reforms from 
Maastricht to Lisbon; 

•	 Describe the main elements of the institutional framework 
and decision-making in CSDP, including the functions of the 
European Council, the Foreign Affairs Council, the Political 
and Security Committee, and the key military and civilian 
planning bodies;

•	 Distinguish between the main types of CSDP engagements, 
such as civilian missions and military operations, and outline 
how these missions are planned, launched and supported; 
analyse why capability development and defence coopera-
tion among member states are essential for credible CSDP 
action; 

•	 and Critically assess how CSDP interacts with NATO, the 
UN and other partners, as well as the main contemporary 
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challenges CSDP faces in the context of new threats and the 
debate on the EU’s strategic autonomy.

Key terms:

External relations – the broad field of the EU’s interactions 
with the outside world, including trade, development, diplomacy 
and security, within which CSDP forms the specifically securi-
ty-and-defence component; 

Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) – the part 
of the EU’s external action that covers civilian and military crisis 
management missions, defence cooperation and the gradual devel-
opment of a European security and defence dimension; 

Petersberg tasks – the set of crisis management missions 
(such as humanitarian and rescue tasks, peacekeeping and combat 
forces in crisis management) that provided the initial template for 
EU-led security operations; 

Political and Security Committee (PSC) – the permanent 
ambassador-level body that monitors international developments, 
exercises political control and strategic direction of CSDP mis-
sions, and prepares decisions for ministers; 

Civilian mission – a CSDP operation based on civilian experts, 
typically in areas such as police, rule of law, border management 
or security sector reform, aimed at strengthening local institu-
tions rather than using military force; military operation – a CSDP 
engagement involving armed forces, for example in peace support, 
maritime security or training roles, conducted under EU political 
control but with national troops; 

Capability development – the process through which EU 
member states improve and coordinate their military and civilian 
resources, often through joint projects and planning, in order to 
support CSDP missions more effectively; 

Strategic autonomy – the ambition for the EU to be able to act 
on its own, when necessary, in security and defence matters, while 
remaining open to cooperation with NATO and other partners.
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4.1. Origins and legal foundations of CSDP
The story of the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 

begins before the term itself existed. In the 1990s, European gov-
ernments were confronted with a series of crises that exposed the 
limits of the European Union as a purely “civilian” power. The 
so-called Petersberg tasks, defined by Western European Union 
states in 1992, captured this new agenda. They described a spec-
trum of missions that fell below the level of full-scale war but 
clearly belonged to the security field: humanitarian and rescue 
tasks, peacekeeping, and tasks of combat forces in crisis manage-
ment, including peacemaking. These ideas were a reaction to very 
concrete experiences – above all the wars in former Yugoslavia 
– where Europeans discovered that diplomatic declarations and 
economic tools were not enough to stop violence or protect civil-
ians. The Petersberg tasks thus opened the door to thinking about 
a specifically European role in security and defence, focused on 
crisis management and stabilisation rather than traditional collec-
tive defence.

Legally and institutionally, this new dimension was gradually 
embedded in the Union’s treaties, starting with Maastricht and 
developed further in Amsterdam and Nice, before being consoli-
dated under the Lisbon Treaty. The Maastricht Treaty introduced 
a Common Foreign and Security Policy, but security and defence 
elements remained vague and politically sensitive. Amsterdam 
integrated the Petersberg tasks into the Union’s framework and 
made it possible, in principle, for the EU to take over crisis man-
agement tasks that had previously been associated with the West-
ern European Union. Subsequent reforms clarified procedures, 
created political and military bodies, and gave the Union a clearer 
mandate to plan and conduct civilian and military missions. Lisbon 
then gave the Union a single legal personality and confirmed CSDP 
as an integral part of the EU’s external action, linked to the broader 
objectives of peace, security, rule of law and multilateralism. Step 
by step, what began as an experiment in limited crisis management 
became a recognised policy area with its own legal basis and insti-
tutions.
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Seen in this perspective, CSDP represents an evolution in the 
Union’s self-understanding. For decades, the European project had 
defined itself as a “civilian power”, relying on trade, law, develop-
ment aid and political dialogue rather than on military instruments. 
The development of CSDP did not erase this identity, but it added a 
security-conscious layer to it. The Union acknowledged that in an 
unstable regional environment, and in a world of fragile states and 
complex emergencies, a credible external policy sometimes requires 
more than economic incentives and diplomatic statements. It may 
also require the ability to deploy police trainers, border guards, 
rule-of-law experts or, where necessary, limited military forces 
under the Union’s flag. In this sense, CSDP is not a break with the 
EU’s civilian tradition, but a response to the realisation that protect-
ing that tradition – and the values associated with it – sometimes 
demands a capacity to act in the security field as well.

4.2. Institutional framework  
and decision-making in CSDP

The institutional framework of the Common Security and 
Defence Policy is built to keep security and defence firmly under 
political control while giving the Union enough structure to plan 
and run real missions. At the top of this system stands the Euro-
pean Council. When heads of state or government meet, they 
define the Union’s overall strategic orientation, including in secu-
rity and defence: they identify key threats, set priorities for regions 
and types of missions, and often send political signals about the 
level of ambition the Union should have. Their conclusions are not 
operational orders, but they create the frame within which more 
detailed CSDP decisions are later taken.

On the ministerial level, the Foreign Affairs Council is the main 
forum for decisions on CSDP. When defence issues are discussed, 
defence ministers of the member states participate, and the meet-
ing is chaired by the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy. It is in this configuration that ministers decide 
whether to launch a mission or operation, define its mandate, size 
and duration, approve rules of engagement and agree on how costs 
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are shared. They also review ongoing operations and adjust man-
dates when circumstances change. In between European Council 
summits and ministerial meetings, the Political and Security Com-
mittee plays a central role as a permanent ambassador-level body. 
Composed of representatives from each member state, it monitors 
international developments, oversees the political control and stra-
tegic direction of CSDP missions, and prepares decisions for minis-
ters. In practice, it is the key bridge between daily diplomatic work 
and high-level political choices.

Beneath this political level there is a set of specialised military 
and civilian structures that provide expertise and planning capac-
ity. On the military side, the EU Military Committee, made up of 
the Chiefs of Defence represented by their permanent military 
representatives, gives military advice to the Political and Secu-
rity Committee and the Council. It is supported by the EU Mili-
tary Staff, which conducts strategic planning, gathers intelligence, 
and prepares options for possible missions. On the civilian side, 
planning structures within the European External Action Service 
are responsible for designing civilian crisis management missions, 
such as police training, rule-of-law support or border management. 
Together, these bodies translate political priorities into concrete 
operational plans: they define objectives, resources, timelines and 
command arrangements, and they coordinate with member states’ 
national structures.

Decision-making in CSDP follows a basic logic that combines 
common institutions with strong member state control. Proposals 
for new missions or for changes to existing ones can come from 
different directions: from the High Representative and the External 
Action Service, from one or more member states that see a need for 
action in a particular region, or from external partners such as the 
United Nations asking the EU to contribute to crisis management. 
These ideas are first examined technically and politically in the rel-
evant working groups and in the Political and Security Committee. 
If there is sufficient support, more detailed operational planning is 
undertaken by the military and civilian staffs. Ultimately, however, 
it is the Council – that is, the governments of the member states – 
that must formally agree to launch any mission or operation.
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Crucially, decisions in this field are taken by unanimity. Every 
member state has a say, and none can be forced to participate in 
a mission it fundamentally opposes. In some cases, a state may 
choose to abstain in a constructive way, allowing others to move 
ahead while not being bound by all aspects of the decision itself. 
Beyond the formal unanimity rule, member states retain control in 
other ways as well. They decide which national forces or experts 
to contribute to a mission and under what conditions; they remain 
responsible to their own parliaments for the deployment of per-
sonnel; and they participate throughout the life of a mission in the 
committees and councils that review its performance. This means 
that CSDP is, by design, a shared endeavour: it gives the Union 
instruments to act in the security field, but always within a frame-
work in which member states remain the ultimate owners of both 
the political decisions and the resources deployed.

4.3. Missions, operations and capability 
development

CSDP missions and operations are the most visible expression 
of the European Union’s role in security and defence. They show 
how political decisions and institutional structures are translated 
into concrete action in the field. Broadly speaking, there are two 
main types of engagements: civilian missions and military oper-
ations. Civilian missions usually work on issues such as police 
reform, rule of law, border management, security sector govern-
ance or monitoring. Their staff may include police officers, judges, 
prosecutors, border guards, administrators and other experts sec-
onded by member states. The emphasis is on building institutions, 
supporting local authorities and strengthening the capacity of 
partner countries to manage their own security in a democratic 
and accountable way. Military operations, by contrast, involve the 
deployment of armed forces and are used for tasks such as peace 
support, maritime security, protection of vulnerable routes, train-
ing of local armed forces or support for the implementation of 
peace agreements. They are generally limited in size and scope, but 
they carry a different level of risk and require more robust plan-
ning and command structures.
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The path from an initial idea to a mission on the ground passes 
through several stages. Often it begins with a political assessment: 
member states, the High Representative or partner organisations 
identify a crisis or a structural problem where EU engagement 
could add value. The Political and Security Committee then requests 
a more detailed analysis and possible options from the relevant 
planning bodies. On the basis of this work, the Council discusses 
whether a mission is appropriate, what its objectives should be and 
what resources it would require. If there is political agreement, a 
formal decision to launch a mission or operation is adopted. This 
decision sets out the mandate, duration, geographical scope and 
broad tasks. In parallel, operational planning continues: command 
and control arrangements are defined, rules of engagement are 
drafted, and member states are invited to contribute personnel and 
equipment. Once these elements are in place and minimum force 
levels or staff numbers are reached, the mission can be deployed. 
During its lifetime, it is regularly reviewed and adjusted in light of 
developments on the ground and lessons learned.

Behind every mission lies the question of capability: does the 
Union, through its member states, actually have the means to do 
what it has decided to do? This concerns not only the availability 
of troops, police officers or experts, but also strategic enablers such 
as transport, communications, medical support, intelligence and 
specialised equipment. For this reason, CSDP is closely linked to 
broader efforts in defence cooperation and capability development 
among member states. Through joint projects, coordinated plan-
ning and cooperation in the defence industry, member states try to 
reduce fragmentation, avoid unnecessary duplication and improve 
the interoperability of their forces. Initiatives in this field aim to 
ensure that when the Union decides to launch a mission, it can 
count on credible, well-trained and properly equipped contribu-
tions, rather than relying on ad hoc arrangements each time. In 
this way, missions and capability development form a circle: expe-
riences in the field reveal gaps and needs, which feed into defence 
cooperation, and improved capabilities, in turn, make future mis-
sions more effective and more sustainable.
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4.4. CSDP in the wider security architecture: 
partnerships, challenges and future directions
The Common Security and Defence Policy does not exist in a 

vacuum. It is embedded in a wider security architecture in which 
other organisations and alliances play central roles. For European 
states, the most important of these is the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization. NATO remains the main framework for collective 
defence for most EU member states and for the transatlantic link 
with the United States. From the outset, CSDP was designed not to 
compete with NATO, but to complement it. The underlying idea 
is that NATO takes the lead in high-intensity collective defence 
tasks, while the EU, through CSDP, focuses on crisis management, 
stabilisation and civilian-military missions, especially in its neigh-
bourhood and in areas where a broad mix of instruments is needed.

This complementarity has practical implications. The EU and 
NATO coordinate on issues such as capability development, 
planning and exercises, and they exchange information in areas 
like hybrid threats and cyber security. At the same time, cooper-
ation with the United Nations and the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe is crucial. Many CSDP missions are 
deployed in support of UN resolutions or alongside UN and OSCE 
operations. In such cases, the EU presents itself as a regional actor 
contributing to a wider system of multilateral security governance. 
It adds its own mix of tools – financial support, political dialogue, 
civilian expertise and limited military capabilities – to efforts led 
by global or pan-European organisations. This layered approach 
reflects the Union’s preference for multilateralism and for working 
within agreed international frameworks.

Another important dimension of CSDP is the involvement of 
non-EU countries in EU-led missions and operations. Several part-
ner states, including European non-members and countries from 
other regions, have taken part in CSDP engagements. They con-
tribute troops, police officers or experts, participate in planning 
to some extent, and share in the practical and political burdens of 
crisis management. For the EU, such participation broadens the 
resource base for missions and strengthens the legitimacy of its 
actions beyond its borders. For partners, it offers an opportunity 
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to cooperate closely with the Union, to gain experience in multina-
tional operations and to signal political alignment with European 
approaches to security. These partnerships turn CSDP into a more 
open framework, rather than a purely inward-looking project lim-
ited to member states.

Despite these strengths, CSDP faces significant contemporary 
challenges. One of them is political: member states do not always 
share the same threat perceptions or the same level of ambition for 
what the Union should do in security and defence. For some, insta-
bility in the Eastern neighbourhood and relations with Russia are 
the main concern; for others, developments in the Southern neigh-
bourhood, terrorism, irregular migration or maritime security are 
more pressing. Reaching consensus on when and where to act, and 
how much risk and cost to accept, is therefore often difficult. This 
can lead to cautious mandates, slow decision-making or, in some 
cases, the absence of EU action where expectations exist.

A second challenge is material. CSDP depends on resources 
that remain largely under national control. Defence budgets have 
only slowly recovered after long periods of underinvestment; key 
capabilities such as strategic transport, intelligence, cyber defence 
or certain high-end assets are unevenly distributed among mem-
ber states. Civilian capabilities, such as deployable police units or 
rule-of-law experts, also have limits and must be balanced against 
domestic needs. When multiple crises occur at the same time, it 
becomes clear how thinly spread these resources can be. Efforts 
to encourage defence cooperation, to coordinate planning and to 
strengthen the European industrial base aim to address these gaps, 
but progress is incremental and politically sensitive.

New types of threats add another layer of complexity. Hybrid 
tactics, cyber attacks, disinformation campaigns and the use of 
energy or critical infrastructure as tools of pressure do not fit 
neatly into traditional categories of war and peace. They blur the 
line between internal and external security and challenge instru-
ments that were originally designed for more “classical” crisis 
management. In response, the EU has begun to integrate resilience, 
cyber security, strategic communication and the protection of crit-
ical infrastructure into its broader security agenda. CSDP is part 
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of this adaptation, but it must work closely with other EU policies 
and with member states’ internal security systems to be effective 
against such diffuse and rapidly evolving threats.

In this context, debates about the future of CSDP are closely 
linked to the broader discussion on the Union’s strategic auton-
omy. For some, strengthening CSDP – politically, institutionally 
and in terms of capabilities – is essential if the EU is to be able 
to act when its interests and values are at stake, especially in its 
neighbourhood, even if others are unwilling or unable to lead. For 
others, the priority is to avoid any duplication with NATO and to 
keep transatlantic ties at the centre of European security. The chal-
lenge is to reconcile these perspectives: to develop a more capable 
and more coherent CSDP that can shoulder greater responsibili-
ties, while maintaining close cooperation with allies and staying 
anchored in a multilateral security order.

Looking ahead, the future direction of CSDP will depend on 
how the Union manages this balance. If member states can trans-
late their shared recognition of a more dangerous and uncertain 
environment into concrete commitments – in terms of political 
will, resources and joint projects – CSDP is likely to become an 
increasingly important pillar of the EU’s external action. If divi-
sions persist and investments remain insufficient, its role may 
remain limited and largely symbolic. In either case, the evolution 
of CSDP will continue to serve as an indicator of how far the Euro-
pean Union is prepared to go in moving from a primarily civilian 
power towards a more strategically conscious security actor.

Questions:
1.	 How did the crises of the 1990s and the Petersberg tasks con-

tribute to the idea that the EU needed its own security and 
defence dimension?

2.	 In what ways did the Maastricht, Amsterdam and Lisbon Trea-
ties gradually transform security and defence from an experi-
mental add-on into an integral part of the EU’s external action?

3.	 Why can CSDP be seen as an evolution from a purely “civilian” 
external actor towards a more security-conscious Union, rather 
than a complete break with the EU’s original identity?



80

4.	 What is the specific role of the European Council in setting the 
overall strategic direction of CSDP, and how does this differ 
from the role of the Foreign Affairs Council?

5.	 How does the Political and Security Committee (PSC) link day-
to-day diplomatic work with high-level political decisions on 
CSDP missions and operations?

6.	 What functions do the EU Military Committee and the EU Mil-
itary Staff perform in the planning and conduct of CSDP oper-
ations, and how do they interact with civilian planning struc-
tures?

7.	 Why is unanimity in the Council so important for decisions on 
CSDP, and what does this tell us about member states’ attitudes 
to security and defence integration?

8.	 How can the mechanism of “constructive abstention” help the 
EU to act in CSDP even when some member states are reluctant 
to participate fully?

9.	 What are the main differences between civilian CSDP missions 
and military CSDP operations in terms of objectives, personnel 
and risk profile?

10.	How is a typical CSDP mission or operation planned, launched 
and supported in practice—from the first political idea to 
deployment in the field?

11.	Why is capability development and defence cooperation among 
member states essential for the credibility and effectiveness of 
CSDP missions?

12.	In what ways is CSDP designed to be complementary to NATO, 
and how does cooperation with the UN and OSCE fit into the 
broader European security architecture?

13.	What are the benefits and limitations of involving non-EU 
countries as partners in EU-led CSDP missions and operations?

14.	How do new security challenges such as hybrid threats, cyber 
attacks and the instrumentalisation of energy and infrastruc-
ture reshape the agenda and tools of CSDP?

15.	In the debate on the EU’s strategic autonomy, what role is 
CSDP expected to play, and what political and practical obsta-
cles stand in the way of a stronger CSDP in the future?
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TOPIC 5: EU’S EXTERNAL ECONOMIC 
RELATIONS

5.1.	 The place of external economic relations in the EU system
5.2.	 Common commercial policy and trade agreements
5.3.	 External dimension of internal economic policies
5.4.	 Contemporary challenges in EU external economic relations

The overall goal of Topic 1 is to help students understand how 
and why the European Union has evolved from a mainly economic 
community with limited external links into a complex interna-
tional actor with its own foreign, security and defence policies, and 
how this evolution is connected to major historical turning points 
and changes in the global order.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 5, students should be able to:
•	 Explain the main stages in the evolution of the EU’s exter-

nal relations, from early trade-based external ties to today’s 
broader foreign, security and defence role.

•	 Identify how key historical moments (the Cold War, the end 
of the Cold War, the Balkan wars, the Maastricht and Lisbon 
Treaties, recent crises) reshaped the EU’s external action.

•	 Distinguish between economic external relations, the Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), and the develop-
ment of a security and defence dimension.

•	 Analyse how the EU combines “soft power” tools (law, trade, 
economic cooperation, norms) with newer security and 
defence instruments.

•	 Reflect critically on the idea of the EU as a “normative 
power” and on the current debate about the Union’s search 
for strategic autonomy.

Key terms:

Security and defence policy – the part of the EU’s external 
action that deals with crisis management, civilian and military 
missions, and defence cooperation among member states.
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Soft power – the ability to influence other actors not by force 
or coercion, but through attractiveness, norms, economic ties, cul-
tural appeal and the promise of cooperation and benefits.

Normative power Europe – a way of describing the EU as an 
actor that seeks to shape international affairs by promoting its val-
ues and rules (democracy, human rights, rule of law) rather than 
primarily using military tools.

Maastricht Treaty – the 1992 treaty that created the European 
Union and introduced the Common Foreign and Security Policy, 
marking a shift from mainly economic “external relations” to a 
broader foreign and security agenda.

Lisbon Treaty – the treaty in force since 2009 that gave the 
EU a single legal personality and a more coherent structure for 
external action, helping it to act more like a unified global player.

Strategic autonomy – the ambition for the EU to be able to act 
independently, when necessary, in key areas of foreign, security, 
economic and technological policy, while still cooperating closely 
with partners and allies.

5.1. The place of external economic relations in 
the EU system

External economic relations sit at the very core of the European 
Union’s identity and legal order. From the beginning, the integra-
tion project was built around the idea of a common market with 
free movement of goods, services, capital and people. Once this 
internal market started to take shape, it became necessary to define 
how the Union as a whole would relate economically to the rest of 
the world. The common commercial policy emerged as the central 
legal instrument for this purpose. Under the treaties, trade policy 
– particularly trade in goods and increasingly also aspects of ser-
vices, investment and intellectual property – is an area of exclusive 
Union competence. This means that only the EU can legislate and 
conclude international agreements in this field, and member states 
may not act independently in ways that contradict the common 
line. In other areas with an external economic dimension, com-
petences are shared between the Union and the member states, 
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so that both levels play a role, but the Union still often acts as the 
primary negotiator and regulatory reference point.

The existence of a large, integrated internal market and, for 
many member states, a single currency amplifies the Union’s influ-
ence in external economic relations. Because access to the EU mar-
ket is so valuable, third countries have strong incentives to accept 
the rules and standards that govern it. When the Union negotiates 
trade and investment agreements, it is not only bargaining over tar-
iffs and quotas; it is also projecting its regulatory model outward. 
Rules on competition, consumer protection, food safety, data pro-
tection, environmental standards and financial stability are written 
into international arrangements and thereby shape the legal and 
economic environment in partner countries. The euro, used by a 
significant part of the Union, reinforces this effect by providing a 
currency of denomination for trade, investment and reserves, and 
by linking monetary and financial stability in the Union to devel-
opments in the wider world. In this sense, the Union’s “regulatory 
power” becomes a central feature of its external presence: other 
actors adjust to EU rules because they want or need to participate 
in its market.

Because of this, external economic relations form a crucial 
bridge between internal policies and foreign policy goals. Meas-
ures that are designed primarily for internal purposes – such as 
climate legislation, energy market rules, digital regulation or bank-
ing supervision – inevitably have external effects, especially when 
they create new standards that foreign firms must meet to access 
the EU market. At the same time, explicitly external instruments, 
such as trade agreements, investment frameworks or coopera-
tion programmes, are increasingly used to support broader polit-
ical objectives: promoting sustainable development, encouraging 
good governance and the rule of law, enhancing energy security 
or reducing strategic dependencies. Economic agreements often 
include political clauses; development and investment tools are 
tied to reform agendas; and trade preferences can be adjusted in 
response to human rights concerns or security issues. In this way, 
the external economic dimension is not a separate, technical chap-
ter of EU policy, but a central channel through which internal pri-
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orities, legal norms and strategic interests are projected into the 
wider international system.

5.2. Common commercial policy 
 and trade agreements

The common commercial policy is the most developed and 
clearly defined part of the EU’s external economic action. Its logic 
is straightforward: if member states share a single internal market, 
they also need a single external trade policy. Without a common 
approach to tariffs and market access, goods and services could 
enter the Union through the member state with the lowest bar-
riers and then circulate freely inside, undermining any national 
trade policy. For this reason, the treaties give the Union exclu-
sive competence over commercial policy. The EU, acting through 
its institutions, sets the common external tariff, negotiates trade 
agreements with third countries, and represents the member states 
in the World Trade Organization. This centralisation allows the 
Union to speak with one voice in global trade negotiations and 
gives it the weight of a large economic bloc rather than a collection 
of smaller markets.

In practice, the common commercial policy uses a range of 
instruments. At the most basic level are tariffs and other rules 
governing the entry of goods and services into the EU market. 
The Union decides which sectors enjoy lower tariffs under trade 
agreements, which products are subject to quotas, and how to treat 
imports from countries with different levels of development. Trade 
defence instruments, such as anti-dumping and anti-subsidy meas-
ures, are another important tool. They are designed to protect the 
Union’s industries from unfair trade practices by allowing the tem-
porary imposition of additional duties on goods that are sold below 
cost or benefit from distortive state support. Within the WTO, the 
EU defends a rules-based multilateral trading system, participates 
in dispute settlement, and engages in negotiations to update global 
trade rules. Its size and experience make it one of the key players 
in these processes.
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Beyond multilateral rules, the EU has built an extensive net-
work of bilateral and regional trade agreements. The simplest form 
is the classic free trade agreement, which gradually reduces or 
eliminates tariffs on industrial and, to varying degrees, agricultural 
products between the EU and a partner. More ambitious are asso-
ciation agreements that combine trade liberalisation with broader 
political and sectoral cooperation, often including institutionalised 
dialogues, financial assistance and reform commitments. In recent 
years, the Union has also developed deep and comprehensive free 
trade areas with some partners. These go beyond tariff cuts and aim 
at wide-ranging regulatory convergence, covering services, public 
procurement, competition policy, intellectual property rights and 
technical standards. They seek to integrate partner economies into 
the EU’s internal market logic without granting full membership.

One of the defining features of EU trade agreements is that 
they export not only market access, but also regulatory standards. 
When the EU negotiates, it typically insists on provisions that 
reflect its own internal rules on competition, consumer protection, 
food and product safety, data protection, labour rights and envi-
ronmental standards. Partner countries that want privileged access 
to the EU market must align their laws and practices with these 
requirements or at least commit to equivalent levels of protection. 
Over time, this leads to a form of “regulatory Europeanisation” 
beyond the Union’s borders. Firms in partner countries adapt their 
production processes to meet EU norms; legislators and regulators 
in those countries reform their frameworks to comply with agreed 
commitments; and courts and administrations learn to apply con-
cepts and procedures that mirror those used inside the Union.

This export of standards has both economic and political dimen-
sions. Economically, it reduces transaction costs for companies 
operating across borders and creates more predictable conditions 
for trade and investment. Politically, it reinforces the Union’s iden-
tity as a rule-based actor that seeks to shape globalisation accord-
ing to principles of fairness, safety and sustainability. At the same 
time, it raises debates about the balance between openness and 
protection, about the effects on domestic producers and workers, 
and about the extent to which trade policy should be used to pro-
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mote non-trade objectives such as human rights or climate action. 
In this sense, common commercial policy and trade agreements are 
not just technical instruments; they are central arenas where the 
Union’s internal priorities, its external ambitions and the realities 
of global economic competition intersect.

5.3. External dimension  
of internal economic policies

Many of the Union’s most visible external economic effects do 
not come from “foreign policy” decisions, but from policies that 
were originally designed for the internal market. Competition pol-
icy and state aid control are good examples. Inside the EU, these 
rules are meant to ensure fair competition, prevent abuse of dom-
inant positions and restrict subsidies that distort the single mar-
ket. However, they also have clear external consequences. Large 
multinational companies headquartered in the EU – or doing sub-
stantial business in the EU – must respect European competition 
rules, even when their practices affect markets outside the Union. 
Decisions by the European Commission in high-profile antitrust 
or merger cases are closely watched worldwide and can influence 
how companies structure their global strategies. Similarly, state 
aid rules increasingly shape how member states support firms that 
compete globally, for example in energy, transport or digital sec-
tors, and create pressure on partner countries to adjust their own 
support schemes if they want to avoid conflicts with EU rules.

The external dimension is even more visible in sectoral poli-
cies such as energy, digital markets, transport, climate and envi-
ronmental policy. Energy policy, for instance, is not only about 
internal market integration and security of supply; it also deter-
mines the Union’s approach to external suppliers, transit routes 
and infrastructure projects. Choices about pipelines, liquefied nat-
ural gas terminals, interconnectors and renewable energy targets 
inevitably affect relations with neighbouring countries and major 
energy exporters. In the digital field, rules on data protection, plat-
form regulation and cybersecurity shape how global technology 
companies operate and how data flows across borders. Transport 
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policy, including standards on safety and emissions, affects inter-
national airlines, shipping companies and logistics networks that 
serve the EU market. Climate and environmental policies, espe-
cially when they introduce carbon-related measures and strict 
product standards, have a direct impact on exporters to the EU, 
who must adapt their production processes and reporting systems 
to remain competitive.

Development cooperation, financial assistance and investment 
instruments provide another channel through which internal pri-
orities are projected outward. The Union and its member states 
are major providers of development aid and financial support for 
reforms in partner countries. These funds are often linked to broader 
reform agendas inspired by EU internal policies: improving public 
financial management, modernising customs and tax administra-
tions, strengthening regulatory agencies, supporting the green and 
digital transitions, or upgrading transport and energy infrastruc-
ture. Investment instruments, including guarantees and blended 
finance, are used to mobilise private capital for projects that align 
with EU standards and objectives, such as renewable energy, sus-
tainable transport or digital connectivity. In this way, the external 
dimension of internal policies becomes a key tool for supporting 
economic reforms and deeper integration in partner countries.

Seen together, these different strands illustrate that the EU’s 
external economic influence cannot be separated from its internal 
regulatory choices. Competition decisions, state aid rules, sectoral 
regulations and climate measures all radiate beyond the borders of 
the Union, encouraging partners to align their policies if they wish 
to maintain or deepen access to the EU market and to benefit from 
EU financial support. This gives the Union considerable leverage, 
but also creates responsibilities: internal rules must be designed 
with an awareness of their external effects, and external instru-
ments must be used in a way that supports fair and sustainable 
development rather than simply exporting burdens.
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5.4. Contemporary challenges in EU external 
economic relations

In recent years, the environment in which the EU conducts its 
external economic relations has become more unstable and con-
tested. The multilateral trade system, centred on the World Trade 
Organization, is under strain. Negotiations on new global rules 
move slowly, dispute settlement has been weakened, and some 
major powers increasingly resort to unilateral tariffs, selective 
liberalisation and politically motivated trade measures. Trade ten-
sions between large economies spill over into third markets, dis-
rupting supply chains and creating uncertainty for businesses. At 
the same time, economic interdependence itself is being “weap-
onised”: access to markets, critical raw materials, technologies, 
payment systems or data flows is sometimes used as a tool of pres-
sure or coercion. For an actor like the EU, which has long relied 
on rules-based economic openness as a foundation of prosperity 
and influence, this crisis of multilateral governance poses a direct 
challenge.

In response, the Union has begun to rethink the balance between 
openness and economic security. It remains strongly committed 
to open markets and global trade, but it is also developing new 
instruments to protect critical interests. Screening mechanisms for 
foreign direct investment, especially in strategic sectors such as 
infrastructure, defence-related technologies or sensitive data, have 
been introduced or strengthened to ensure that acquisitions do 
not undermine security or public order. Export controls are being 
updated to address dual-use technologies and to prevent sensitive 
items from contributing to military build-ups or human rights vio-
lations. Attention to the resilience of supply chains has grown, 
particularly after shocks linked to the pandemic and geopolitical 
tensions revealed vulnerabilities in areas like medical goods, sem-
iconductors, rare earths and energy. The objective is not autarky, 
but diversification, transparency and the ability to withstand dis-
ruptions without being forced into unwanted political concessions.

These developments have pushed external economic policy to 
the centre of the EU’s broader geopolitical strategy and its debate 
on strategic autonomy. Economic instruments – trade agreements, 
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investment tools, sanctions, regulatory measures – are increas-
ingly used not only to create prosperity, but also to protect critical 
technologies, reduce dependence on a small number of suppliers, 
and support partners that share similar values and interests. Deci-
sions about where to source energy, how to regulate digital plat-
forms, or with whom to cooperate on key technologies have clear 
political and security implications. The Union’s search for strategic 
autonomy therefore has a strong economic dimension: the aim is 
to ensure that the EU can take sovereign decisions and defend its 
values without being constrained by excessive external dependen-
cies.

At the same time, this shift raises difficult questions. How far 
can the EU go in using economic power for strategic purposes 
without undermining the open, rules-based system it seeks to pre-
serve? How can it avoid sliding into protectionism while strength-
ening its resilience? How should it manage tensions between inter-
nal demands for social and environmental protection and external 
pressures for competitiveness and market access? The answers 
to these questions will shape the future of EU external economic 
relations and determine whether the Union can remain both an 
open trading power and a capable geopolitical actor in a more frag-
mented and competitive world.

Questions:
1.	 Why is external economic policy placed at the core of the EU 

system, and how does the common commercial policy reflect 
the logic of the single internal market?

2.	 What is the difference between exclusive and shared compe-
tences in the field of external economic relations, and why does 
it matter for who negotiates and signs trade agreements?

3.	 How do the size of the internal market and the existence of the 
euro strengthen the EU’s bargaining position in external eco-
nomic relations?

4.	 In what ways do EU competition policy and state aid control 
produce effects beyond the Union’s borders, even though they 
are formally “internal” policies?
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5.	 How do energy, digital, transport and climate policies acquire 
an external dimension when the EU regulates markets and sets 
standards inside its territory?

6.	 Why can climate and environmental measures (for example, 
carbon-related requirements or product standards) be seen as 
both internal regulation and external economic instruments?

7.	 How do development cooperation, financial assistance and 
investment instruments support economic reforms and a closer 
integration of partner countries with the EU?

8.	 What is the basic logic of the EU’s common commercial policy, 
and why did member states agree to centralise trade policy at 
the EU level instead of keeping national trade policies?

9.	 How do different types of trade agreements (free trade agree-
ments, association agreements with trade pillars, deep and 
comprehensive free trade areas) reflect different degrees of eco-
nomic and regulatory integration?

10.	In what sense do EU trade agreements “export” EU standards in 
areas such as competition, consumer protection, labour and the 
environment to partner countries?

11.	What are the main symptoms of the current crisis of multilat-
eral trade governance, and how do they affect the EU as a tradi-
tional defender of the WTO system?

12.	How does the “weaponisation” of economic interdependence 
challenge the EU’s traditional preference for open markets and 
rules-based globalisation?

13.	Why has the EU introduced or strengthened instruments such 
as foreign investment screening and export controls, and how 
do these tools seek to balance openness with economic secu-
rity?

14.	What does “resilience of supply chains” mean in the EU context, 
and why has it become a key objective in external economic 
policy after recent global shocks?

15.	How is the EU’s external economic policy linked to its broader 
geopolitical strategy and search for strategic autonomy, and 
what tensions arise between defending values, preserving 
openness and protecting strategic interests?
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TOPIC 6: EU NEIGHBOURHOOD POLICY: 
EVOLUTION AND CHALLENGES 

6.1.	 Origins and logic of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP)
6.2.	 Instruments and governance of ENP
6.3.	 Differentiation and regional initiatives
6.4.	 Contemporary challenges and future directions of EU neigh-

bourhood policy

The overall goal of Topic 6 is to help students understand how 
the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) structures the EU’s 
relations with its closest non-member states, what instruments and 
regional formats it uses, how it differentiates between very diverse 
partners, and which political and strategic challenges it faces in a 
changing regional environment.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 6, students should be able to:
•	 Describe the core idea and guiding logic of the European 

Neighbourhood Policy as a framework for relations with 
Eastern and Southern neighbours without an automatic 
membership perspective.

•	 Explain how ENP is implemented through bilateral instru-
ments (such as action plans, association agreements and 
trade arrangements), sectoral cooperation and financial sup-
port.

•	 Analyse why ENP has evolved from a uniform template to a 
more differentiated approach, including the role of regional 
initiatives such as the Eastern Partnership and the Union for 
the Mediterranean.

•	 Assess the main political and strategic challenges for ENP, 
including the impact of conflicts, fragile statehood, the pres-
ence of other external powers, and tensions between stabil-
ity and governance reform.

•	 Discuss current debates on the future direction of ENP, 
including how it might be adapted after major geopolitical 
shocks and how it interacts with wider EU priorities such as 
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energy security, migration management and regional resil-
ience.

Key terms

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) – the EU’s frame-
work for managing relations with neighbouring countries in East-
ern Europe, the South Caucasus and the Southern and Eastern 
Mediterranean, offering closer political, economic and sectoral 
cooperation without an automatic promise of EU membership.

Action plan / Partnership priorities  – a negotiated docu-
ment between the EU and a neighbouring country that sets out 
agreed reform objectives, timelines and areas of cooperation, serv-
ing as an operational roadmap for implementing ENP.

Association agreement (ENP context) – a long-term treaty 
between the EU and a neighbouring state that establishes struc-
tured political dialogue, broad sectoral cooperation and, often, 
advanced economic integration under ENP.

Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) – a 
type of trade arrangement with an ENP partner that combines tar-
iff reduction with wide-ranging alignment of laws and standards 
in areas such as technical rules, services and public procurement.

Eastern Partnership – a regional component of ENP focused 
on six Eastern European and South Caucasus countries, combin-
ing bilateral tracks with multilateral platforms for cooperation and 
dialogue.

Union for the Mediterranean – a regional framework that 
brings together EU member states and Southern partners to work 
on joint projects and policy dialogue related to the Mediterranean 
basin.

“More for more” principle – an approach in ENP whereby 
partners that make greater progress in agreed reforms and com-
mitments receive more financial support, more access to EU pro-
grammes and more advanced forms of cooperation.

Differentiation (in ENP) – the practice of tailoring the depth 
and scope of EU–neighbour relations to each partner’s ambitions, 
capacities and political choices, instead of applying a single model 
to all neighbouring countries.
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6.1. Origins and logic of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP)

The European Neighbourhood Policy was conceived as a 
response to a simple strategic question: how should the Union 
relate to the states that are close geographically, increasingly inter-
dependent economically and politically, but not necessarily on a 
path to membership? After the major enlargement in the early 
2000s, the Union found itself in direct contact with a wider circle 
of neighbours in the East and the South. These neighbours were 
facing a mixture of opportunities and vulnerabilities: economic 
transition, demographic pressure, unresolved conflicts, govern-
ance problems, and, in some cases, fragile institutions. The Neigh-
bourhood Policy emerged as a way to structure relations with 
this wider circle in a more coherent and forward-looking manner, 
without automatically extending the promise of accession.

At the heart of ENP lies the idea of creating a “good govern-
ance belt” around the Union: a set of states with which the EU 
shares dense economic and societal links and with which it can 
manage common challenges in a predictable, rules-based way. The 
focus is not on institutional integration into the Union itself, but on 
aligning certain policies, standards and practices in order to reduce 
instability and foster mutually beneficial interdependence. The 
guiding assumption is that neighbours that are more prosperous, 
more effectively governed and more capable of managing their 
own security are also better partners for the EU. This logic trans-
lates into a combination of policy dialogue, economic opening and 
targeted support for reforms.

From the outset, ENP was explicitly designed not to be a “wait-
ing room” for automatic membership. Its basic goals – stability, 
security and prosperity in the surrounding regions – were formu-
lated independently of any accession perspective. This does not 
mean that membership is excluded for every partner, but it does 
mean that the Neighbourhood Policy, as such, is built around dif-
ferentiated forms of close association rather than a single, linear 
path towards joining the Union. The EU offers deeper economic 
and sectoral cooperation, participation in selected policies and pro-
grammes, and increased financial support in return for progress 
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on political and economic reform, but it does not bind itself to a 
uniform final destination.

Geographically, ENP covers a broad arc of countries to the East 
and the South of the Union. In Eastern Europe and the South Cau-
casus, it engages states that are dealing with complex transitions 
and, in some cases, unresolved territorial disputes. In the Southern 
and Eastern Mediterranean, it addresses partners with very diverse 
political and economic systems, but with shared interests in trade, 
energy links, mobility and security at sea and on land. This diver-
sity means that the policy cannot rely on a single template. Instead, 
the logic of ENP is to offer a flexible framework within which the 
EU can adapt the depth and scope of cooperation to the ambitions 
and capacities of each partner, while keeping the overall objectives 
of stability, security and shared prosperity in view.

6.2. Instruments and governance of ENP
The European Neighbourhood Policy is implemented through a 

dense network of bilateral and regional instruments, but its back-
bone is bilateral. With each partner country, the EU negotiates 
a set of documents that define common priorities, timelines and 
expected results. In the earlier phase of ENP, these took the form of 
detailed action plans, which listed reforms and cooperation areas 
in fields such as public administration, justice, economic regula-
tion, education and infrastructure. Over time, for a number of part-
ners these action plans were complemented or replaced by broader 
association agreements. Such agreements create a more formal and 
long-term framework for political association and economic inte-
gration, with joint institutions and regular review mechanisms. 
They provide a stable legal basis for applying the more specific 
tools of ENP and for monitoring how commitments are imple-
mented in practice.

In some cases, association agreements are combined with 
deep and comprehensive free trade areas. These arrangements go 
beyond the simple reduction of tariffs. They aim at aligning a part-
ner’s economic rules and practices with those of the EU in areas 
such as technical standards, sanitary and phytosanitary rules, com-
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petition, public procurement, intellectual property and services. 
In effect, they invite the partner country to participate in parts of 
the logic of the internal market without becoming a member. This 
regulatory and economic integration is demanding, but it offers 
significant benefits: easier access for exporters, a more predictable 
environment for investors and a clearer framework for domestic 
reform. Within the ENP, such deep trade components are a cen-
tral instrument for linking economic cooperation with structural 
transformation.

Alongside these legal and economic frameworks, ENP relies on 
continuous political dialogue and sectoral cooperation. Political 
dialogue takes place at different levels: summits, ministerial meet-
ings, senior officials’ talks and thematic platforms. It allows the 
EU and its partners to discuss not only bilateral matters but also 
regional developments and shared concerns, from security issues 
to social challenges. Sectoral cooperation is organised around 
specific policy areas. In energy, partners may work with the EU 
on market reform, interconnection projects or renewable energy 
development. In transport, cooperation can cover infrastructure 
corridors, safety standards and regulatory convergence. In jus-
tice and home affairs, topics may include judicial reform, border 
management, police cooperation and data protection. Mobility, 
including visa facilitation and legal migration schemes, is another 
important area, often tied to commitments on document security, 
readmission and the fight against irregular migration. These sec-
toral dialogues make ENP concrete and practical, translating gen-
eral objectives into technical and administrative work.

Financial instruments and conditionality give ENP its opera-
tional substance. The EU provides grants, technical assistance and 
investment support to help partners implement agreed reforms 
and projects. Funding can support, for example, modernisation of 
public services, infrastructure upgrades, education and training 
programmes, or measures to promote inclusive growth. The prin-
ciple often referred to as “more for more” is applied in this con-
text: partners that make more progress in reforms and in meeting 
jointly agreed benchmarks can receive more funding, more access 
to EU programmes and more ambitious forms of cooperation. Con-
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versely, when reforms stall or commitments are not respected, the 
intensity of cooperation and the level of support can be reduced or 
redirected. This creates incentives for governments to move for-
ward, while also giving the EU a way to react to negative trends 
without abandoning engagement altogether.

Governance of ENP involves a constant balancing act between 
common frameworks and tailoring to each partner. Joint bodies 
established by agreements – such as association councils and com-
mittees – review implementation, adjust priorities and interpret 
obligations. The European Commission and the European Exter-
nal Action Service coordinate within the EU, while working with 
member states to ensure that bilateral initiatives and EU-level 
action reinforce each other. Regular progress reports and assess-
ments create a shared vocabulary for discussing achievements 
and shortcomings. In this way, ENP instruments and governance 
arrangements are designed to combine structure with flexibility: 
they provide a clear set of tools and procedures, but can be cali-
brated to match the ambitions, capacities and political realities of 
each neighbouring country.

6.3. Differentiation and regional initiatives
Over time, it became clear that a single template could not ade-

quately capture the diversity of the EU’s neighbours. Political sys-
tems, economic structures, security situations and societal expec-
tations differed too much between countries in Eastern Europe, 
the South Caucasus and the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean. 
As a result, the initial “one-size-fits-all” approach of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy gradually gave way to a more differentiated 
model. In this model, the intensity and depth of cooperation depend 
both on the partner’s ambitions and on its capacity and willing-
ness to undertake reforms. Some partners are interested mainly in 
pragmatic sectoral cooperation, while others are ready to engage 
in far-reaching regulatory and economic integration. ENP has had 
to accommodate this spectrum, moving from a general framework 
to a set of tailored pathways.

Regional and sub-regional initiatives are an important part of 
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this differentiation. In the East, the Eastern Partnership provides 
a platform for six countries to engage with the EU both bilaterally 
and multilaterally. It combines individual tracks, where each part-
ner negotiates its own level of association and integration, with 
joint formats such as summits and thematic platforms on issues 
like connectivity, governance or digital transformation. In the 
South, the Union for the Mediterranean offers a forum that brings 
together EU member states and Southern partners around regional 
projects in areas such as infrastructure, environment, energy and 
education. Other specific formats, including more limited regional 
initiatives, add additional layers of cooperation and dialogue. 
These frameworks recognise that many challenges and opportuni-
ties are regional in nature – for example, maritime security, energy 
corridors or cross-border environmental issues – and cannot be 
addressed purely through bilateral channels.

Within this differentiated landscape, levels of ambition vary 
significantly. Some partners opt for limited cooperation: they seek 
support and dialogue in selected sectors without aiming at deep 
regulatory alignment or political association. Others pursue much 
more far-reaching integration, including association agreements 
with deep and comprehensive free trade areas, partial access to 
EU programmes and close sectoral alignment. For a few Eastern 
partners, this is combined with an explicit or implicit hope of even-
tually obtaining a membership perspective, even if ENP itself does 
not formally guarantee this. This mix of models inevitably gener-
ates overlaps and tensions with other parts of the EU’s external 
policy, particularly enlargement. Countries that see themselves as 
potential future members may find it difficult to accept that they 
are treated under the same ENP umbrella as states without such 
aspirations, while some member states fear that too much differen-
tiation will blur the boundaries between neighbourhood policy and 
accession processes. ENP must therefore operate in a space where 
different external policies intersect, ensuring that the instruments 
it offers remain coherent, credible and responsive to the varied 
expectations of neighbours and member states alike.
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6.4. Contemporary challenges and future 
directions of EU neighbourhood policy

The environment in which the European Neighbourhood Policy 
operates has become far more turbulent than its designers origi-
nally anticipated. Armed conflicts, contested borders and episodes 
of state breakdown have disrupted many of the assumptions on 
which ENP was built. In several partner countries, wars and unre-
solved territorial disputes have undermined institutional develop-
ment, displaced populations and diverted resources from reform 
to basic survival. Elsewhere, the weakness or fragmentation of 
state structures has made it difficult to implement agreed policies, 
even when there is political will at the top. At the same time, other 
external actors – including Russia and a variety of regional pow-
ers – have expanded their presence and influence, offering alter-
native economic ties, security guarantees or political narratives. 
These developments complicate the EU’s efforts to promote grad-
ual transformation through dialogue, economic integration and 
targeted support.

One of the most persistent dilemmas for ENP is how to bal-
ance the pursuit of stability with the promotion of more open and 
accountable governance. On the one hand, the EU and its mem-
ber states have a strong interest in avoiding further state collapse, 
large-scale violence or uncontrolled migration flows in neighbour-
ing regions. This interest can push them towards cooperating with 
any government that appears capable of maintaining order, even if 
its democratic record is weak. On the other hand, ENP documents 
and instruments emphasise reform of institutions, respect for fun-
damental freedoms and the rule of law. When political openings 
occur, popular movements push for change or authoritarian prac-
tices intensify, the tension between these two objectives becomes 
visible. Choices made in such moments – for example, how to react 
to contested elections or to protests – affect the credibility of ENP 
and shape how societies in the neighbourhood perceive the EU.

Managing the expectations of partners is another major chal-
lenge. Some neighbouring states see cooperation with the EU pri-
marily as a pragmatic way to gain market access, investment and 
technical support, without seeking a deeper political or institu-
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tional bond. Others, especially in parts of the Eastern neighbour-
hood, interpret ENP and related frameworks as potential stepping 
stones towards a much closer integration, possibly including mem-
bership in the long term. For the former, the EU must show that 
meaningful benefits are available without over-politicising the 
relationship. For the latter, it must find a way to signal that seri-
ous ambitions and reforms are recognised and rewarded, without 
promising what it is not ready to deliver collectively. Striking a 
balance between these different expectations requires careful cali-
bration of language, instruments and political messaging, and it is 
a constant source of internal debate within the Union.

In addition, ENP is increasingly intertwined with broader stra-
tegic priorities such as energy security, migration management 
and the EU’s effort to reduce critical dependencies. Decisions about 
pipelines, electricity interconnections or renewable energy pro-
jects in neighbouring countries shape the Union’s own energy mix 
and resilience. Arrangements on mobility, border management and 
returns have direct implications for how societies in the neigh-
bourhood experience the EU in everyday life. Efforts to diversify 
sources of key raw materials or to secure digital and transport cor-
ridors often run through ENP partners. This interconnectedness 
strengthens the case for a more focused and coherent neighbour-
hood policy, but it also creates incentives to prioritise short-term 
functional cooperation over longer-term transformative goals.

Major geopolitical shocks have triggered repeated debates on 
the future of ENP. Conflicts in the neighbourhood, the effects of 
the “Arab uprisings,” and other crises have revealed limits in the 
original design: the assumption of gradual, linear reform; the belief 
that technical tools alone could overcome deep political block-
ages; and the expectation that all partners would move broadly in 
the same direction at different speeds. In response, proposals for 
reform have ranged from a sharper differentiation between groups 
of countries, through a stronger emphasis on resilience and crisis 
response, to new forms of partnership for those who are willing 
and able to engage in very deep integration. The central question is 
how to adapt ENP so that it remains relevant in a more unpredict-
able and competitive regional setting: able to support those neigh-
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bours that want closer alignment, able to work pragmatically with 
those that prefer limited cooperation, and able to protect the EU’s 
own interests and values without overextending its commitments.

Questions:
1.	 What strategic problem was the European Neighbourhood Pol-

icy originally designed to address after the enlargements of the 
2000s?

2.	 How would you summarise in one sentence the core logic of 
ENP as a framework for relations with neighbouring states that 
are not (or not yet) candidates for membership?

3.	 In what ways do bilateral action plans or partnership priorities 
translate the general goals of ENP into concrete reform agendas 
for individual partner countries?

4.	 How do association agreements under ENP differ from simpler 
cooperation agreements in terms of depth, duration and institu-
tionalisation of EU–partner relations?

5.	 Why are deep and comprehensive free trade areas considered 
a “qualitative step” in economic and regulatory integration 
between the EU and some ENP partners?

6.	 How do political dialogue and sectoral cooperation in areas 
such as energy, transport or justice and home affairs make ENP 
more than just a trade and aid policy?

7.	 What does the “more for more” principle mean in practical 
terms for the allocation of financial support and access to EU 
programmes for neighbouring countries?

8.	 Why did the EU move away from a “one-size-fits-all” model of 
ENP towards a more differentiated approach, and what are the 
advantages and risks of this shift?

9.	 How do regional formats such as the Eastern Partnership and 
the Union for the Mediterranean complement, and sometimes 
complicate, the bilateral dimension of ENP?

10.	In what ways can ENP relations range from minimal, issue-
based cooperation to very deep integration, and what factors 
determine where a particular partner is located on this spec-
trum?
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11.	How do conflicts, contested borders and fragile state structures 
in some neighbouring countries constrain what ENP can realis-
tically achieve?

12.	What dilemmas arise when the EU must choose between prior-
itising short-term stability and supporting demands for political 
opening and institutional reform in its neighbourhood?

13.	How does the presence of other external actors with their own 
agendas affect the EU’s ability to implement ENP objectives in 
both the Eastern and Southern neighbourhoods?

14.	Why is it difficult to manage the expectations of neighbours 
that seek a long-term membership perspective within a policy 
framework that does not automatically offer accession?

15.	What main options are currently discussed for the future reform 
of the ENP, and how could these options help the EU respond 
better to geopolitical shocks while still promoting resilience 
and closer cooperation in its neighborhood?
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TOPIC 7: THE MODALITIES OF EURO-EAST 
INITIATIVES

7.1.	 The “Eastern dimension” of EU external action: context and 
rationale

7.2.	 Key frameworks and formats of Euro–East cooperation
7.3.	 Instruments and practices on the ground
7.4.	 Current challenges and strategic prospects of Euro–East initia-

tives

The overall goal

The overall goal of Topic 7 is to help students understand how 
and why the EU has developed a specific “Eastern dimension” in 
its external action, what concrete frameworks and instruments it 
uses to engage with Eastern Europe and the South Caucasus, and 
how Euro–East initiatives function as both tools of regional coop-
eration and tests of the EU’s long-term strategy towards the wider 
European space.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 7 :
•	 Explain the historical and geopolitical context that led to the 

emergence of a distinct Eastern track in the EU’s external 
policies.

•	 Identify the main objectives of Euro–East initiatives, includ-
ing stability, democratic transformation, energy security 
and connectivity, and discuss how these objectives interact.

•	 Describe the key frameworks and formats of Euro–East 
cooperation, with particular attention to the Eastern Part-
nership, association agreements and deep and comprehen-
sive free trade areas.

•	 Analyse the role of sectoral dialogues (for example, in 
energy, transport, digital policy, justice, and home affairs) in 
turning political commitments into concrete cooperation.

•	 Assess how instruments on the ground – political dialogue, 
financial and technical assistance, mobility schemes, and 
security-related cooperation – operate in practice.
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•	 Discuss the differentiation among Eastern partners, from 
those pursuing very ambitious integration with the EU to 
those preferring more limited sectoral cooperation.

•	 Evaluate the main challenges facing Euro–East initiatives, 
including conflicts, contested statehood, the presence of 
other external actors and tensions between normative objec-
tives and hard security concerns.

•	 Reflect on how Euro–East initiatives serve as a test of the 
EU’s credibility and its capacity to shape the future of the 
wider European space.

Key terms:

Euro–East initiatives – the set of EU policies, frameworks and 
instruments specifically focused on cooperation with countries in 
Eastern Europe and the South Caucasus, combining political dia-
logue, economic integration, sectoral cooperation and security-re-
lated support.

Eastern Partnership  – the core regional framework that 
brings together the EU and a group of Eastern partners, with both 
bilateral tracks (individual country–EU relations) and multilateral 
platforms for joint dialogue and projects.

Association agreement (Eastern context)  – a comprehen-
sive treaty between the EU and an Eastern partner that establishes 
structured political relations, broad sectoral cooperation and, often, 
a far-reaching economic and legal alignment.

Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) – an 
advanced trade arrangement with an Eastern partner that com-
bines market opening with extensive approximation of laws and 
standards in fields such as technical regulation, services and public 
procurement.

Sectoral dialogue – a structured form of cooperation in a spe-
cific policy area (for example, energy, transport, digital, justice 
and home affairs) where EU and partner experts work together on 
aligning rules, practices and projects.

People-to-people contacts – exchanges and mobility between 
citizens of the EU and Eastern partners, including visa facilitation, 
study and research programmes, youth exchanges and professional 
networks.
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Resilience (Eastern neighbourhood) – the capacity of East-
ern partners and their societies to withstand and adapt to shocks 
such as conflicts, economic crises, hybrid threats or political pres-
sure, while maintaining core functions and reform paths.

Differentiation (Euro–East context) – the practice of tailor-
ing the depth and form of EU engagement to each Eastern part-
ner’s ambitions and performance, allowing for a spectrum from 
limited cooperation to very deep integration.

7.1. The “Eastern dimension” of EU external 
action: context and rationale

The “Eastern dimension” of EU external action grew out of a 
specific historical and geopolitical context. After the end of the 
Cold War, a group of states in Eastern Europe and the South Cau-
casus emerged from the collapse of larger federations or empires, 
and faced the dual challenge of internal transformation and exter-
nal repositioning. Some of them saw closer links with the EU as a 
way to anchor their reforms and to distance themselves from pre-
vious spheres of influence; others were more ambivalent or divided 
internally over their strategic orientation. For the EU, these neigh-
bours were geographically close, economically interconnected 
and linked by transport, energy and human flows. Instability or 
conflict in this region could easily spill over into the Union, while 
successful transitions would create new opportunities for trade, 
investment and political partnership. Against this background, the 
EU started to develop a more focused “Eastern track” within its 
broader neighbourhood policy.

The main goals of Euro–East initiatives can be summarised as 
stability, democratic transformation, energy security and connec-
tivity. Stability refers not only to the absence of open conflict, but 
also to the functioning of basic institutions, predictable govern-
ance and the ability of states to manage their borders and provide 
public goods. Democratic transformation is understood in a broad 
sense: fair elections, independent courts, effective parliaments, free 
media and space for civil society. The hope is that more pluralistic 
and accountable systems will be less prone to violent crises and 
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better able to cooperate with the EU on sensitive issues. Energy 
security is another key concern. Several Eastern partners are 
important transit countries for oil, gas and electricity, or potential 
suppliers and hubs for alternative routes and sources. Strength-
ening infrastructure, regulatory convergence and transparency in 
the energy sector is therefore a strategic objective for both sides. 
Connectivity adds an economic and social layer: modern transport 
corridors, digital links, research and educational networks are seen 
as ways to tie the region closer to the EU and to support growth 
and modernisation.

Euro–East initiatives are closely linked to, but not identical 
with, enlargement policy and the European Neighbourhood Pol-
icy. They occupy an intermediate space between the structured but 
open-ended framework of ENP and the more demanding, legally 
defined accession process. On the one hand, Eastern partners 
participate in ENP instruments: they negotiate association agree-
ments, implement reform agendas, benefit from financial and tech-
nical assistance, and engage in sectoral cooperation. On the other 
hand, some of them also express a clear aspiration to move beyond 
neighbourhood status and to be recognised, at least in principle, as 
potential future members. Euro–East formats, such as the Eastern 
Partnership, are designed to keep both of these dimensions in play. 
They allow the EU to offer deeper integration to those willing and 
able to take on more ambitious commitments, without automati-
cally placing every participant on a formal enlargement track.

In practice, this means that the “Eastern dimension” functions 
as a flexible layer in the EU’s external action. It provides a regional 
framework within which individual countries can develop their 
own level of engagement with the EU, ranging from limited coop-
eration in selected sectors to extensive alignment with Union rules 
and participation in EU programmes. At the same time, it gives the 
EU a platform to address issues that are inherently regional – such 
as cross-border infrastructure, shared environmental challenges or 
transnational security risks – in a more coordinated manner. The 
rationale is to combine the long-term perspective of transforma-
tion with the pragmatism required by complex geopolitical real-
ities, while keeping the door open for closer forms of integration 
where both sides see them as desirable and feasible.
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7.2. Key frameworks and formats  
of Euro–East cooperation

The central regional framework for Euro–East cooperation is 
the Eastern Partnership. It brings together the EU and a group of 
Eastern European and South Caucasus states in a structured but 
flexible format. The Eastern Partnership operates on two intercon-
nected levels. On the bilateral level, each partner develops its own 
relationship with the EU, reflected in specific agreements, prior-
ities and projects. On the multilateral level, all partners partici-
pate in joint summits, ministerial meetings and thematic platforms 
where region-wide issues are discussed. This dual structure allows 
the EU to acknowledge that not all partners have the same ambi-
tions or capacities, while still creating a shared political space in 
which regional challenges and opportunities can be addressed col-
lectively.

Within this framework, association agreements and deep and 
comprehensive free trade areas serve as “advanced” modalities 
of engagement for those partners that are ready for far-reaching 
commitments. Association agreements establish dense political, 
economic and legal ties. They typically include chapters on polit-
ical cooperation, sectoral policies and justice-related issues, and 
create joint institutions to oversee implementation. When they 
are combined with deep and comprehensive free trade areas, the 
result is a particularly close form of economic integration. Partner 
countries commit to aligning large parts of their legislation and 
regulatory practices with those of the EU, especially in areas like 
technical standards, services, public procurement or competition. 
In return, they gain privileged access to the EU market and the 
possibility to participate in a range of Union programmes. In the 
Eastern context, these arrangements are widely seen as markers of 
a more ambitious, transformative relationship.

Alongside these overarching agreements, Euro–East cooper-
ation relies on a dense web of sectoral dialogues and platforms. 
In energy, discussions can focus on market reform, infrastruc-
ture interconnections, security of supply and the development of 
renewables. In transport, cooperation may cover corridors, logis-
tics, safety and regulatory convergence for road, rail and aviation. 
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Digital cooperation looks at issues such as broadband deployment, 
cybersecurity and approximation of digital rules. In the area of jus-
tice and home affairs, topics include judicial reforms, police coop-
eration, data protection, border management and efforts to tackle 
organised crime. These sectoral formats offer an opportunity for 
technical experts, regulators and practitioners to work together 
on concrete issues, turning political commitments into everyday 
administrative practice and creating communities of professionals 
familiar with EU approaches.

The interplay between multilateral and bilateral tracks is a 
defining feature of Euro–East initiatives. Bilateral relations allow 
the EU and each partner to move at a pace and depth tailored to 
their specific situation. They provide the space to negotiate detailed 
commitments, monitor implementation and respond to domestic 
developments. Multilateral settings, by contrast, create a forum 
for sharing experiences, discussing regional problems and launch-
ing joint projects that cross borders. They can also generate peer 
pressure and positive competition, as partners compare their pro-
gress and showcase reforms. Managing this balance is not always 
easy. Some partners prefer to emphasise their individual path and 
resist being grouped with others, while the EU seeks to maintain 
a coherent regional perspective. Nonetheless, the combination of 
bilateral and multilateral formats remains essential for addressing 
both country-specific needs and broader regional dynamics within 
the Eastern dimension of EU external action.

7.3. Instruments and practices on the ground
Euro–East cooperation becomes tangible through a mix of 

high-level political dialogue and everyday technical interaction. 
At the political level, regular summits and ministerial meetings 
set priorities, review progress and send signals to domestic and 
international audiences. These gatherings provide moments of 
visibility and commitment: leaders endorse shared agendas, adopt 
joint declarations and agree on future work. Around them, spe-
cialised formats – such as thematic ministerial meetings or senior 
officials’ dialogues – ensure continuity between summits. Parlia-
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mentary platforms and civil society forums add a wider democratic 
dimension. They give elected representatives and non-governmen-
tal actors opportunities to scrutinise policies, raise concerns and 
propose ideas, helping to ensure that Euro–East initiatives are not 
limited to executive branches of government.

Financial and technical assistance is the main practical driver 
of reform and institution-building. The EU allocates funds to sup-
port changes in areas such as public administration, the justice 
system, economic regulation, education, health and infrastructure. 
Assistance can take the form of grants, budget support, expertise, 
twinning projects between institutions and investment tools that 
mobilise private capital. On the ground, this may translate into a 
reformed customs service, a modernised electricity grid, upgraded 
border facilities or new training programmes for judges and civil 
servants. Technical cooperation helps partner administrations 
to absorb complex reforms, interpret new legislation and adjust 
working methods. Over time, this sustained support creates net-
works of officials and professionals familiar with EU practices and 
standards, which facilitates further integration.

Mobility and people-to-people contacts provide a social and 
human dimension to Euro–East engagement. Visa facilitation and, 
where possible, visa liberalisation make it easier for citizens of part-
ner countries to travel to the EU for study, work, business or tour-
ism. Exchange programmes, scholarships, joint research projects 
and youth initiatives bring students, academics and professionals 
together across borders. These experiences can change perceptions, 
create personal ties and build constituencies in favour of closer 
cooperation. At the same time, they are often linked to improve-
ments in document security, border management and migration 
governance in partner countries, so that increased mobility goes 
hand in hand with more orderly and predictable movement.

Security-related cooperation completes the picture. In regions 
affected by conflict, contested borders or fragile institutions, the 
EU supports measures to strengthen border management, improve 
resilience to hybrid and cyber threats, and assist in conflict-affected 
areas. This may involve training border guards, providing equip-
ment, advising on security sector governance or supporting con-
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fidence-building measures between communities. In some cases, 
the EU deploys civilian missions to help with monitoring, rule-of-
law support or police reform. These activities are not isolated from 
the broader Euro–East agenda; they are designed to complement 
political dialogue, economic cooperation and institutional reform. 
The underlying approach is that long-term security in the Eastern 
neighbourhood is best achieved when physical security, good gov-
ernance, economic opportunities and societal links reinforce one 
another rather than being treated as separate tracks.

7.4. Current challenges and strategic prospects  
of Euro–East initiatives

Euro–East initiatives unfold in an environment marked by con-
flict, contested statehood and intense geopolitical competition. 
Several Eastern partners live with unresolved territorial disputes, 
de facto partition or periodic violence, which profoundly shapes 
their domestic politics and their room for manoeuvre in relations 
with the EU. In such contexts, long-term reform programmes must 
coexist with immediate security concerns and humanitarian needs. 
At the same time, other external actors are deeply engaged in the 
region, offering alternative economic ties, security guarantees or 
integration projects, and sometimes using pressure or coercion to 
influence partners’ choices. This makes Euro–East cooperation less 
a technical exercise and more a strategic endeavour, in which each 
step is interpreted against a wider geopolitical backdrop.

One consequence is a growing differentiation among Eastern 
partners. Some have positioned themselves as “frontrunners”, 
explicitly linking their cooperation with the EU to a long-term 
aspiration for deeper political and economic integration and, in 
some cases, for eventual membership. They are willing to under-
take demanding reforms, accept extensive alignment with EU rules 
and invest political capital in a European path. Others prefer a more 
limited relationship, focusing on selected sectors such as trade, 
energy or mobility without seeking far-reaching commitments. 
Euro–East initiatives must accommodate this spectrum without 
losing coherence: they need to reward ambition and performance 
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where they exist, while still offering meaningful cooperation to 
those who choose a less intensive track. Managing this differen-
tiation is a delicate task, as it influences perceptions of fairness, 
inclusion and hierarchy within the regional framework.

A further challenge lies in balancing normative goals with hard 
security concerns. Euro–East documents highlight principles such 
as pluralism, independent institutions and legal predictability. 
Civil society engagement, media freedom and judicial reform are 
presented as essential elements of a stable and resilient neighbour-
hood. Yet in a setting marked by conflict, military threats and exter-
nal pressure, security imperatives often come to the fore. There 
can be moments when cooperation with actors who are not fully 
committed to these principles appears necessary to prevent esca-
lation or maintain basic stability. Choices made in such situations 
– for example, whether to prioritise security cooperation with gov-
ernments that face serious governance shortcomings – shape the 
credibility of Euro–East initiatives as vehicles for deeper transfor-
mation, and influence how they are perceived by local societies.

These pressures turn Euro–East initiatives into a test of the EU’s 
broader credibility and strategic autonomy. If the Union presents 
itself as a long-term partner committed to supporting transforma-
tion and sovereignty in the Eastern neighbourhood, it must be pre-
pared to sustain engagement even when conditions are difficult, 
costs are high and results are uneven. This includes maintaining 
a degree of consistency between rhetoric and practice: aligning 
financial, political and security tools with stated objectives, and 
avoiding signals that short-term expediency always prevails over 
agreed principles. At the same time, Euro–East initiatives force the 
EU to clarify how far it is willing and able to go in supporting part-
ners that align closely with its approach but face strong external 
pressure. The extent to which the EU can act in a timely, coordi-
nated and substantial manner in such cases is a concrete measure 
of its strategic autonomy.

Looking ahead, the strategic prospects of Euro–East coopera-
tion depend on whether the EU and its partners can move beyond 
a reactive crisis-management mode towards a more proactive, 
shared vision for the wider European space. This would involve, on 
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the EU side, a clearer articulation of what forms of deep integration 
are realistically on offer for different groups of partners, how these 
forms relate to internal reforms within the Union, and how instru-
ments across policy fields can be mobilised in a coherent way. On 
the partners’ side, it requires sustained domestic commitment to 
reforms and an ability to navigate internal divisions and external 
pressures. Euro–East initiatives therefore operate not only as a set 
of policy tools, but as a laboratory in which the EU’s long-term 
vision for its Eastern neighbourhood – and its capacity to imple-
ment that vision – is constantly tested and refined.

Questions:
1.	 How did the historical and geopolitical changes after the end of 

the Cold War create the need for a distinct “Eastern dimension” 
in the EU’s external action?

2.	 In what ways do the main goals of Euro–East initiatives—sta-
bility, democratic transformation, energy security and connec-
tivity—reinforce each other, and where might they come into 
tension?

3.	 How do Euro–East initiatives occupy an intermediate space 
between classical neighbourhood policy and the more demand-
ing logic of enlargement?

4.	 What is the specific added value of the Eastern Partnership 
compared with purely bilateral relations between the EU and 
each Eastern partner?

5.	 Why are association agreements and deep and comprehensive 
free trade areas considered “advanced” modalities of Euro–East 
cooperation, and what do they require from partner countries 
in practice?

6.	 How do sectoral dialogues in areas such as energy, transport, 
digital policy and justice and home affairs make Euro–East rela-
tions concrete in everyday administrative and regulatory prac-
tice?

7.	 What are the main differences between the bilateral track and 
the multilateral track within Euro–East initiatives, and how do 
they complement each other?
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8.	 How do summits, ministerial meetings and parliamentary/civil 
society platforms shape the political and societal environment 
of Euro–East cooperation?

9.	 In what ways do financial and technical assistance programmes 
support reforms and institution-building in Eastern partners, 
and what factors influence their effectiveness on the ground?

10.	Why are mobility, visa facilitation and people-to-people con-
tacts considered a strategic element of Euro–East engagement, 
rather than just a social or cultural add-on?

11.	How does security-related cooperation in border management, 
resilience and conflict-affected areas fit into the broader goals of 
Euro–East initiatives?

12.	In what ways do conflicts, contested statehood and the presence 
of other external actors complicate the EU’s ability to imple-
ment its Eastern agenda?

13.	How does differentiation among Eastern partners—from “front-
runners” with far-reaching aspirations to those seeking more 
limited cooperation—shape the design and politics of Euro–East 
initiatives?

14.	What kinds of tensions arise between the EU’s normative objec-
tives (democracy, rule of law, pluralism) and hard security con-
cerns in the Eastern neighbourhood, and how can they be man-
aged?

15.	In what sense are Euro–East initiatives a test of the EU’s cred-
ibility and strategic autonomy, and what would success or fail-
ure in this region imply for the Union’s long-term vision of the 
wider European space?
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TOPIC 8: THE MODALITIES OF EURO-SOUTH 
INITIATIVES

8.1.	 The “Southern dimension” of EU external action: context and 
rationale

8.2.	 Key frameworks and formats of Euro–South cooperation
8.3.	 Instruments and practices on the ground
8.4.	 Current challenges and strategic prospects of Euro–South initi-

atives

The overall goal of Topic 8 is to help students understand how 
and why the EU has developed a specific “Southern dimension” in 
its external action towards the Southern and Eastern Mediterra-
nean, which regional frameworks and bilateral agreements struc-
ture this engagement, which practical instruments are used on the 
ground (from financial support to mobility and security cooper-
ation), and how Euro–South initiatives fit into wider debates on 
the Mediterranean, the MENA region and the EU’s own strategic 
priorities.

Expected learning results

•	 After studying Topic 8, students should be able to:
•	 Explain the historical, geographic and geopolitical context 

that shapes the EU’s relations with the Southern and Eastern 
Mediterranean.

•	 Identify the main goals of Euro–South initiatives, including 
stability, conflict management, energy and maritime secu-
rity, migration and mobility, and economic development.

•	 Describe the key regional frameworks of Euro–South coop-
eration, in particular the Barcelona Process and the Union 
for the Mediterranean, and how they interact with bilateral 
association agreements and trade arrangements.

•	 Analyse the role of sectoral partnerships (for example, in 
energy, climate, transport, digital policy, education and 
research) in making Euro–South cooperation concrete and 
operational.
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•	 Outline the main instruments used on the ground: political 
dialogue, financial assistance and investment tools, coopera-
tion on migration and border management, and security-re-
lated projects.

•	 Discuss the impact of conflicts, authoritarian governance, 
and social inequalities on the effectiveness of Euro–South 
policies.

•	 Assess how other regional and global actors influence the 
Southern neighbourhood and how this affects the EU’s room 
for maneuver.

•	 Reflect on the place of Euro–South initiatives in current 
EU debates on energy diversification, migration govern-
ance, and strategic autonomy, and on possible directions for 
reform after repeated crises and the “Arab Spring” experi-
ence.

Key terms:

Euro–South initiatives – EU policies, frameworks and instru-
ments focused on cooperation with countries in the Southern and 
Eastern Mediterranean, combining political dialogue, economic 
and sectoral partnerships, mobility schemes and security cooper-
ation.

Barcelona Process – an early Euro–Mediterranean framework 
launched in the 1990s that sought to build a partnership between 
the EU and Southern partners around political dialogue, economic 
cooperation and social, cultural and human exchanges.

Union for the Mediterranean (UfM)  – a regional organi-
sation that brings together EU member states and Mediterranean 
partners to promote political dialogue and concrete regional pro-
jects in fields such as energy, environment, transport and educa-
tion.

Association agreement (Southern context)  – a treaty 
between the EU and a Southern partner that frames political rela-
tions, trade liberalisation and sectoral cooperation, and creates 
joint institutions to oversee implementation.

Mobility partnership  – a framework that links facilitated 
legal mobility (for example, visas, study and work opportunities) 
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with enhanced cooperation on migration management, border 
control and the fight against irregular migration.

Readmission agreement – an arrangement between the EU 
and a partner country that sets out procedures for returning indi-
viduals who do not have the right to remain on EU territory to that 
partner country.

Migration governance – the set of policies, rules and practices 
through which states and regional organisations regulate legal and 
irregular migration, asylum, border management and integration.

Energy diversification (Mediterranean context) – efforts by 
the EU to broaden its sources, routes and types of energy, includ-
ing through cooperation with Southern partners on gas, renew-
ables and interconnections, in order to reduce dependence on a 
narrow range of suppliers and routes.

8.1. The “Southern dimension” of EU external 
action: context and rationale

The “Southern dimension” of EU external action is shaped by 
a long and dense history of interaction across the Mediterranean. 
Geography plays a decisive role: a relatively narrow sea separates 
EU member states from neighbours in North Africa and the Middle 
East, but this short distance masks significant differences in polit-
ical systems, economic structures and demographic trends. Lega-
cies of colonialism, long-standing cultural and religious ties, and 
overlapping security concerns form a complex backdrop to con-
temporary initiatives. For the EU, developments in the Southern 
and Eastern Mediterranean are never truly “external”: conflicts, 
economic shocks or social unrest in this region quickly translate 
into effects on energy markets, migration routes, trade, and even 
internal political debates within member states.

Euro–South initiatives are built around a cluster of intercon-
nected goals. Stability and conflict management are central, given 
the frequency and intensity of crises in parts of the region, rang-
ing from civil wars and regional rivalries to protracted unresolved 
conflicts. Energy and maritime security are equally important. The 
Southern neighbourhood includes key producers and transit routes 
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for hydrocarbons, as well as strategic sea lanes for global trade. 
Ensuring safe and predictable flows of energy and goods, and pro-
tecting critical maritime routes, is therefore a core interest for the 
Union. Migration and mobility form another crucial dimension. 
The Mediterranean is both a bridge and a barrier for people on 
the move, whether for work, study, family reasons or in search of 
protection. For the EU, this creates a need to combine humanitar-
ian responsibilities, legal migration channels and cooperation on 
border management. Economic development underpins all of these 
objectives: without prospects for growth, employment and social 
inclusion, the conditions that feed instability and irregular migra-
tion are likely to persist.

Euro–South initiatives operate within, but are not limited to, 
the framework of the European Neighbourhood Policy. Many 
Southern partners are formally part of ENP and engage with the 
EU through association agreements, action plans and sectoral dia-
logues. At the same time, the Southern dimension is closely linked 
to the EU’s broader approach towards the Middle East and North 
Africa, which includes relations with regional organisations, crisis 
diplomacy, development and humanitarian policies, and cooper-
ation on security issues beyond the strictly neighbourhood label. 
This broader MENA strategy must take into account a crowded 
field of actors – regional powers, global players and international 
organisations – each with its own interests and agendas. Within 
this setting, Euro–South formats such as the Union for the Medi-
terranean serve as platforms where the EU tries to align its neigh-
bourhood tools with longer-term regional objectives, seeking to 
move from ad hoc crisis responses towards more structured, mutu-
ally beneficial cooperation across the Mediterranean basin.

8.2. Key frameworks and formats  
of Euro–South cooperation

The institutional backbone of Euro–South cooperation is formed 
by a set of regional frameworks, of which the Barcelona Process 
and its successor, the Union for the Mediterranean, are the most 
prominent. The Barcelona Process, launched in the mid-1990s, 



121

aimed to create a broad Euro-Mediterranean partnership based on 
three pillars: political and security dialogue, economic and finan-
cial cooperation, and social, cultural and human exchanges. It was 
an ambitious attempt to build a structured relationship between 
the EU and Southern partners that went beyond traditional devel-
opment or security policies. The Union for the Mediterranean later 
reoriented this approach towards a more project-driven model, 
with a focus on concrete regional initiatives in areas such as envi-
ronment, transport, energy and education, while preserving a 
framework for regular political meetings. Together, these frame-
works provide a regional umbrella within which more specific 
Euro–South initiatives can be developed and monitored.

At the bilateral level, association agreements and trade arrange-
ments with Southern partners give legal and economic substance 
to Euro–South relations. These agreements typically include provi-
sions on political dialogue, gradual trade liberalisation, regulatory 
cooperation and, in some cases, limited mobility measures. They 
establish joint institutions – association councils and committees – 
that oversee implementation and allow for adjustments over time. 
Trade chapters open markets for industrial products and, to var-
ying degrees, for agricultural goods and services, while creating 
incentives for partners to align parts of their regulatory systems 
with EU practices. In some cases, more advanced trade frameworks 
are negotiated, which deepen integration in selected sectors or 
address issues such as technical standards, intellectual property or 
public procurement in greater detail.

Sectoral partnerships add an important functional layer to 
this architecture. Energy cooperation focuses on issues such as 
cross-Mediterranean electricity links, gas infrastructure, renewa-
ble energy projects and market reforms that can support both sup-
ply security and the green transition. Climate-related initiatives 
may include joint work on adaptation, water management and 
emissions-reduction strategies. In transport, attention is given to 
port development, maritime safety, aviation agreements and logis-
tics corridors that connect Europe with Africa and the broader 
Middle East. Digital partnerships look at connectivity, regulatory 
aspects of telecommunications and, increasingly, data governance 
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and cybersecurity. Education and research cooperation – through 
scholarship schemes, joint programmes and participation of South-
ern partners in EU research frameworks – helps to weave denser 
knowledge networks across the Mediterranean. These sectoral for-
mats bring together experts, regulators and practitioners, making 
Euro–South cooperation visible in the everyday work of adminis-
trations, companies and universities.

The relationship between bilateral agreements and regional or 
multilateral formats is characterised by constant interplay rather 
than strict division. Bilateral agreements create tailored frame-
works that reflect the specific circumstances and ambitions of 
each Southern partner. They determine the pace of trade opening, 
the depth of regulatory convergence and the scope of political 
dialogue. Regional and multilateral formats, by contrast, provide 
spaces where common challenges can be addressed collectively, 
cross-border projects can be launched and experiences can be 
shared. They can also help to ensure that bilateral arrangements 
do not pull the region apart into separate, incompatible tracks. For 
the EU, the challenge is to use these different levels in a comple-
mentary way: to allow differentiation where it is necessary, while 
keeping a sense of shared Mediterranean agenda and avoiding 
fragmentation of policies across the Southern neighbourhood.

8.3. Tools and practices in the field
On the Southern track, Euro–South cooperation becomes visible 

through a combination of political dialogue, financial and invest-
ment instruments, mobility arrangements and security-related 
projects. Political dialogue is conducted at several levels. Periodic 
summits and ministerial meetings set the broad agenda, reaffirm 
shared priorities and provide political backing for ongoing and new 
initiatives. Between these high-level encounters, officials’ meetings 
and thematic working groups ensure continuity and follow-up on 
concrete files. Parliamentary fora and civil society platforms add 
another layer: they give space for elected representatives, NGOs, 
business associations and other non-state actors to discuss the 
direction of Euro–South relations, to raise concerns that might not 
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appear in official communiqués, and to contribute ideas from the 
ground. This multi-level dialogue is important in a region where 
public perceptions of the EU are often ambivalent and where legiti-
macy cannot be sustained solely through executive channels.

Financial assistance and investment tools are central to trans-
lating political commitments into change on the ground. The EU 
supports economic reforms, infrastructure development and social 
policies in Southern partner countries through grants, budget sup-
port and blending instruments that combine public funds with 
private capital. Typical areas include transport corridors, energy 
interconnections, water and sanitation projects, urban devel-
opment and support for small and medium-sized enterprises. In 
recent years, the green transition has become a key focus: Euro–
South cooperation increasingly funds renewable energy projects, 
energy-efficiency measures and climate adaptation initiatives. 
These investments serve a double purpose: they aim to foster more 
inclusive and sustainable growth in partner countries, and they 
help create a more resilient and interconnected Mediterranean 
economy that benefits both shores.

Cooperation on migration, mobility and border management is 
one of the most sensitive and politically salient aspects of Euro–
South engagement. On the one hand, the EU seeks to facilitate legal 
mobility through visa facilitation, scholarships, labour schemes 
and youth exchanges, recognising that regulated movement can 
bring benefits for societies and economies on both sides. On the 
other hand, it works with Southern partners to manage irregular 
migration and combat smuggling and trafficking networks. This 
often involves support for border management systems, training 
for relevant agencies and readmission agreements that regulate 
the return of individuals who have no legal right to remain in the 
EU. Mobility partnerships and similar arrangements try to link 
these elements together: they offer partners a more structured and 
attractive framework for legal mobility and capacity-building in 
exchange for cooperation on irregular migration and border con-
trol. The delicate task is to ensure that such cooperation respects 
human rights and does not reduce Euro–South relations to a nar-
row focus on containment.
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Security-related cooperation is woven through many of these 
activities, but also has its own specific instruments. In a region 
affected by terrorism, organised crime, piracy and diverse forms of 
instability, the EU engages with Southern partners on counter-ter-
rorism, prevention of radicalisation, police cooperation and the 
strengthening of judicial systems. Maritime security is a particu-
lar priority in the Mediterranean and adjacent seas: efforts here 
include information-sharing, joint exercises, support for coast-
guards and work on search and rescue capabilities. In situations 
of crisis or post-conflict recovery, the EU may deploy civilian mis-
sions or support crisis-management efforts led by other actors, 
providing expertise in areas such as border monitoring, rule-of-law 
support or security sector reform. Taken together, these practices 
show that Euro–South engagement operates on multiple tracks 
at once: it connects political dialogue with economic and social 
investment, links mobility with governance reforms, and embeds 
security cooperation within a broader vision of a more stable, con-
nected and resilient Mediterranean region.

8.4. Current challenges and strategic prospects  
of Euro–South initiatives

The Southern neighbourhood presents a combination of struc-
tural problems that complicate the implementation of Euro–South 
policies. Persistent and often overlapping conflicts — civil wars, 
regional rivalries, unresolved territorial disputes— weaken state 
institutions, fragment societies and absorb political attention. In 
many cases, authoritarian or semi-authoritarian governance further 
limits the space for meaningful political participation, independ-
ent media, and civil society. Deep social inequalities, high youth 
unemployment and uneven development between regions within 
the same country create fertile ground for frustration, protest, and, 
at times, radicalisation. In such an environment, long-term reform 
programmes and carefully designed cooperation schemes face obvi-
ous obstacles: governments may lack both capacity and incentive 
to implement them consistently, while parts of the population may 
perceive them as remote from their immediate concerns.



125

This context brings to the surface a recurring dilemma for Euro–
South initiatives: how to reconcile the desire for stability with the 
commitment to democracy and human rights. On the one hand, the 
EU and its member states worry about sudden breakdowns of order, 
sharp escalations of violence or large-scale displacement that could 
have direct consequences across the Mediterranean. This can lead 
to a preference for engaging with any leadership that appears able 
to maintain control, even if its record on fundamental freedoms is 
poor. On the other hand, stated EU principles emphasise inclusive 
governance, accountability and respect for individual rights. When 
protests erupt, regimes face internal challenges, or security forces 
employ repressive methods, the tension between these two logics 
becomes very visible. How Euro–South policies respond in such 
moments — whether they adjust financial and political support, 
and how they communicate their choices — shapes both their cred-
ibility and their long-term impact.

Another layer of complexity is the active role of other regional 
and global actors. Gulf countries, Turkey, the United States, Rus-
sia, China and various regional organisations all have their own 
agendas in the Southern neighbourhood. They offer alternative 
sources of funding, security assistance, ideological narratives and 
economic partnerships. Sometimes their initiatives complement 
EU efforts; in other cases they compete, pulling partners in differ-
ent directions or reinforcing patterns of governance and economic 
dependency that run counter to EU goals. For Euro–South initia-
tives, this crowded landscape means that the EU is rarely the only, 
or even the dominant, external influence. It must position itself as 
a reliable and attractive partner in a marketplace of offers, without 
assuming that access to its market and funds alone will determine 
choices made by Southern states.

Internally, Euro–South engagement is increasingly linked to EU 
debates on energy diversification, migration governance and stra-
tegic autonomy. Decisions about renewable energy projects, gas 
supplies, hydrogen cooperation or interconnection of electricity 
grids in the Southern neighbourhood are no longer seen purely as 
development issues; they are tied to the EU’s own efforts to reduce 
critical dependencies and to build more resilient energy systems. 
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Similarly, negotiations on migration and mobility are shaped by 
intense political discussions inside the Union about solidarity, 
responsibility-sharing and the balance between control and pro-
tection. In the wider context of strategic autonomy, Euro–South 
initiatives are expected to help the EU act more coherently and 
independently in its immediate region, combining diplomatic, eco-
nomic and security tools in ways that support both its interests and 
its declared values.

The experience of repeated crises and the lasting effects of the 
“Arab Spring” have prompted reflections on the future of Euro–
South instruments. Initial expectations that relatively quick polit-
ical openings would lead to linear transitions towards more inclu-
sive systems have given way to a more cautious outlook, informed 
by cycles of upheaval, repression and fragile reform. This has led 
to proposals for reorienting Euro–South policies towards greater 
resilience, more realistic timelines and stronger attention to soci-
etal actors beyond central governments. Ideas under discussion 
include making support more conditional on concrete improve-
ments in governance and human rights, while at the same time 
designing programmes that directly benefit local communities 
and vulnerable groups; refining regional frameworks to focus on 
a smaller number of high-impact projects; and improving coordi-
nation between the EU and member states so that messages and 
instruments are less fragmented.

Ultimately, the strategic prospects of Euro–South initiatives 
will depend on whether the EU can learn from past experiences 
and integrate them into a clearer, more consistent approach. This 
means acknowledging the limits of external influence, but also rec-
ognising the long-term importance of the Southern neighbourhood 
for Europe’s security, prosperity and identity. If Euro–South poli-
cies manage to combine patience with principled engagement, and 
flexibility with a sense of direction, they can remain a central pillar 
of the EU’s broader strategy toward the Mediterranean and the 
wider MENA region.
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Questions:
1.	 How has geography and shared Mediterranean history shaped 

the way the EU thinks about its “Southern dimension” of exter-
nal action?

2.	 In what ways do the key goals of Euro–South initiatives—sta-
bility, conflict management, energy and maritime security, 
migration and mobility, economic development—reinforce each 
other, and where do they clash?

3.	 What were the main ambitions of the original Barcelona Pro-
cess, and how did the creation of the Union for the Mediterra-
nean seek to adjust or reorient these ambitions?

4.	 How do regional frameworks such as the Union for the Mediter-
ranean complement bilateral association agreements between 
the EU and individual Southern partners?

5.	 In practice, what distinguishes an association agreement with a 
Southern partner from a simpler cooperation or trade agreement?

6.	 How do sectoral partnerships in fields like energy, climate, 
transport, digital policy, education and research turn Euro–
South cooperation into concrete projects and reforms?

7.	 What role do summits, ministerial meetings and parliamentary 
or civil society fora play in shaping the political and societal 
environment of Euro–South relations?

8.	 How does EU financial assistance and the use of investment 
tools support economic reforms, infrastructure development 
and the green transition in Southern partner countries?

9.	 Why is cooperation on migration, mobility and border manage-
ment such a central and sensitive component of Euro–South 
engagement?

10.	How do mobility partnerships and readmission agreements 
seek to balance facilitated legal movement with control over 
irregular migration, and what controversies do they generate?

11.	In what ways do conflicts, authoritarian governance and deep 
social inequalities limit the effectiveness of Euro–South policies 
on the ground?

12.	How does the presence and activism of other regional and 
global actors (such as Gulf states, the USA, Russia and China) 
shape the strategic environment in which Euro–South initia-
tives operate?
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13.	Why are debates on energy diversification and maritime 
security in the Mediterranean increasingly linked to the EU’s 
broader ideas about strategic autonomy?

14.	What lessons have been drawn from the “Arab Spring” and 
subsequent crises for the design and implementation of Euro–
South instruments?

15.	Looking ahead, what main options can be imagined for reform-
ing Euro–South initiatives so that they remain relevant in a 
context of repeated shocks, contested governance and intense 
geopolitical competition?
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PART II: EU-EAST. THE EU AND SECURITY  
IN THE EASTERN NEIGHBOURHOOD

TOPIC 9: CONFLICTS OF THE REGION  
AND THE EU’S OPERATIONAL ROLE

9.1.	 Mapping conflicts in the EU’s wider neighbourhood: types, 
drivers, patterns

9.2.	 From political will to field presence: how the EU decides to 
engage in conflicts

9.3.	 Operational practices in conflict settings: working with local 
actors and managing risks

9.4.	 Evaluating the EU’s operational role: effectiveness, dilemmas 
and future options

The overall goal of Topic 9 is to help students understand how 
the EU operates in real conflict environments in its wider neighbour-
hood: how different types of conflicts are mapped and interpreted, 
how decisions to engage are made, how the Union works with local 
actors on the ground, and how its operational role is evaluated in 
terms of effectiveness, dilemmas and future strategic choices.

Expected learning results

After studying Topic 9, students should be able to:
•	 Describe the main types and patterns of conflicts in the EU’s 

wider neighbourhood and identify key structural drivers 
behind them.

•	 Explain how the EU decides whether and how to become 
operationally involved in a given conflict, including the role 
of interests, feasibility and risk assessment.

•	 Distinguish between different possible roles for the EU in 
conflict settings (for example, facilitator, mediator, guaran-
tor, supervisor, capacity-builder) and discuss when each role 
is appropriate.

•	 Analyse how mandates for EU engagement in conflicts are 
designed, including objectives, time horizons and bench-
marks for success.



130

•	 Discuss the principles that guide EU operational practice in 
the field, such as local ownership, inclusiveness and conflict 
sensitivity.

•	 Identify the main types of local actors the EU works with in 
conflict-affected areas and evaluate the challenges of coop-
erating with each of them.

•	 Assess the operational risks involved in EU engagement in 
conflicts and explain how they can be managed in order to 
avoid doing harm or creating unintended side-effects.

•	 Reflect critically on what “success” can realistically mean for 
the EU in conflict environments and how operational expe-
rience feeds back into broader debates on the Union’s role as 
a peace and security actor.

Key words

Conflict typology – a way of classifying conflicts (for exam-
ple, territorial, secessionist, state-collapse, hybrid, identity-based) 
in order to better understand their dynamics and implications.

Structural drivers  – deep underlying factors such as weak 
institutions, poor governance, exclusion, and external interference 
that create conditions in which violent conflict is more likely.

Regional conflict system – a set of interconnected conflicts 
across several countries, linked by flows of people, arms, resources 
and narratives, rather than isolated crises.

Role choice – the decision about what kind of function the EU 
will perform in a specific conflict (facilitator, mediator, guarantor, 
supervisor, capacity-builder).

Mandate – the formal description of what an EU mission or 
initiative is supposed to achieve in a conflict setting, with defined 
tasks, time frame and expected results.

Local ownership – the principle that people and institutions 
directly affected by conflict should lead and shape the processes 
and solutions supported by external actors.

Conflict sensitivity – the ability to understand how any exter-
nal action interacts with a conflict context and to minimise the risk 
of unintentionally worsening tensions.

Exit strategy – a plan for how and when an EU mission or ini-
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tiative will hand over responsibilities and withdraw from a conflict 
environment without creating new instability.

9.1. Mapping conflicts in the EU’s wider 
neighbourhood: types, drivers, patterns

Conflicts in the EU’s wider neighbourhood do not follow a 
single model. In the East, many crises have a strong territorial 
or secessionist dimension: contested borders, breakaway entities, 
and disputes over sovereignty that remain unresolved for years. 
These are often described as “frozen” conflicts, although the term 
is misleading because incidents, escalations and human suffering 
continue even when front lines do not shift dramatically. In other 
cases, state institutions weaken to the point where the basic func-
tions of government are no longer guaranteed, leading to partial or 
near-complete state collapse. In the Southern and Eastern Mediter-
ranean, intrastate conflicts have frequently combined armed con-
frontation with deep societal polarisation, while hybrid forms of 
conflict blur the line between war and peace: proxy warfare, infor-
mation campaigns, cyber operations and the instrumentalisation of 
migration or energy resources. Identity-based elements – ethnic, 
religious, linguistic or regional – often run through these disputes 
without fully explaining them on their own.

Behind this variety of forms lie a set of structural drivers that 
recur across contexts. Weak statehood is one of them: when insti-
tutions are fragile, politicised or captured by narrow interests, they 
struggle to mediate disputes peacefully or to provide fair access to 
basic services. Governance failures – corruption, lack of account-
ability, selective application of the law – erode trust and create 
incentives for actors to seek protection or advantage outside for-
mal channels. Socio-economic exclusion, especially where large 
groups of young people see no realistic prospects for employment, 
participation or mobility, adds pressure to already strained sys-
tems. These factors alone do not automatically produce violent 
conflict, but they lower the threshold at which crises can turn into 
violence. External interference then typically acts as an amplifier: 
neighbouring states, regional powers, or global actors support pre-
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ferred factions, supply resources, shape narratives and in some 
cases encourage hardline positions, making compromise more dif-
ficult and prolonging instability.

Importantly, conflicts in the EU’s wider neighbourhood rarely 
remain neatly contained within national borders. They are better 
understood as parts of regional conflict systems. Weapons, fight-
ers, money, ideas and information move across frontiers, linking 
otherwise separate theaters. A civil war in one country can spill 
over into its neighbours through refugee movements, cross-border 
crime or the spread of militant networks. Energy routes, trade cor-
ridors and communication infrastructure are affected by instability 
far away from the EU’s direct borders. Alliances between armed 
groups and external patrons are often organised at a regional scale 
rather than country by country. This interconnectedness means 
that crises that appear local at first sight can acquire wider signif-
icance, influencing regional balances of power and creating new 
lines of tension. For the EU, mapping conflicts therefore involves 
more than identifying hotspots on a map: it requires understanding 
how different conflicts are linked, how structural drivers reinforce 
one another and how developments in one part of the neighbour-
hood can rapidly alter the risk landscape in another.

9.2. From political will to field presence:  
how the EU decides to engage in conflicts

The EU’s involvement in conflicts in its wider neighbourhood 
begins long before any mission is deployed or any new initiative 
is launched. The first question is whether to act at all. This deci-
sion is shaped by how risks and opportunities are perceived. If 
a conflict threatens to destabilise a neighbouring region, disrupt 
important economic routes, trigger large-scale displacement, or 
undermine partners that are closely linked to the Union, the pres-
sure to respond grows. At the same time, the EU must ask whether 
its engagement can realistically make a difference. This involves 
assessing the balance of forces on the ground, the openness of local 
actors to external facilitation, and the presence of other powers 
whose interests may clash with those of the Union. Feasibility 
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and risk assessment are central: even when interests are clearly at 
stake, it may be unwise to intervene if there is no credible path to 
influence events, or if the costs and potential unintended conse-
quences outweigh the expected benefits.

Once the decision to become involved is taken in principle, 
the EU needs to choose what role it can and should play in a 
given conflict setting. Options range from light-touch facilitation, 
where the Union provides a neutral space and technical support 
for talks among local actors, to more active mediation, where it 
helps structure negotiations and proposes compromise formulas. 
In some cases, the EU may be invited to act as a guarantor of an 
agreement, taking on responsibilities linked to monitoring, verifi-
cation or political backing for implementation. It can also assume 
supervisory functions, for example in overseeing specific reform 
processes, elections or sensitive institutional changes. In other 
situations, the emphasis may be on capacity-building: supporting 
local institutions in areas such as justice, policing, border manage-
ment or public administration so that they become more capable 
of managing tensions and delivering services. The choice among 
these roles depends on the level of trust the EU enjoys among the 
parties, the resources it is willing to invest, and the space left by 
other international actors already present in the field.

Turning these choices into a concrete presence requires care-
ful mandate design. A mandate defines what an EU initiative is 
expected to achieve, over what period, and with which instruments. 
Clear objectives are necessary to guide day-to-day activities, but 
they must also be realistic for a complex and fluid conflict envi-
ronment. If they are too ambitious, disappointment and frustration 
are almost guaranteed; if they are too modest, the added value of 
engagement becomes questionable. Time horizons need similar 
calibration: in most conflicts, meaningful change cannot be deliv-
ered in a matter of months, yet open-ended commitments without 
periodic review risk mission creep and loss of focus. Benchmarks 
for success play an important role here. They translate broad objec-
tives into observable developments, such as reductions in violence, 
progress in specific reforms, improved access to basic services 
or the establishment of functioning mechanisms for dialogue. At 
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the same time, mandates must include criteria and procedures for 
adaptation. As conditions evolve – positively or negatively – the 
EU must be able to adjust its tools, scale and focus without losing 
sight of the original purpose of its involvement.

9.3. Operational practices in conflict settings: 
working with local actors and managing risks
Once the EU is present in a conflict environment, the way it 

works on the ground becomes as important as the formal mandate. 
A central guiding idea is local ownership: durable solutions cannot 
be imposed from outside, they must be shaped and accepted by 
those who live with the consequences. This does not mean simply 
endorsing whatever local elites propose. Rather, it requires careful 
listening, understanding how different groups perceive the conflict, 
and creating space for them to define priorities and approaches. 
Inclusiveness is a second key principle. Conflict-affected societies 
are rarely homogeneous; they include groups with unequal access 
to power and resources, and with very different experiences of vio-
lence and injustice. If engagement focuses only on a narrow set 
of actors, especially those already dominant, it risks reinforcing 
existing imbalances and missing opportunities to support more 
representative and legitimate arrangements. Sensitivity to power 
asymmetries and conflict narratives is therefore essential. EU rep-
resentatives need to be aware of how their own presence can shift 
local dynamics, and of how historical memories, grievances and 
identities shape perceptions of any external intervention.

In practice, this means building working relationships with 
a wide range of local actors. State institutions remain central: 
ministries, security agencies, courts and parliaments are the for-
mal channels through which policies are made and implemented. 
Supporting their capacity and professionalism can be crucial for 
stabilisation and reform. At the same time, local authorities at 
regional and municipal level often have a more direct relationship 
with communities affected by conflict, and they can be key part-
ners for projects related to services, infrastructure or reconcilia-
tion. Civil society organisations bring in additional perspectives: 
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they may represent victims, women, youth, minority groups or 
professional communities, and they often have detailed knowledge 
of local needs and sensitivities. Religious and traditional leaders, 
community mediators and informal networks can also play impor-
tant roles in easing tensions or facilitating dialogue. Working with 
such a diverse set of actors requires patience, transparency and 
a willingness to adapt communication and methods to different 
audiences.

Operating in conflict settings inevitably involves risks, and 
managing these risks is part of daily practice. The physical security 
of staff is an obvious concern: movements may need to be restricted 
or carefully planned; offices must follow security protocols; and 
contingency plans are necessary for sudden escalations or targeted 
threats. However, risks are not only physical. The way information 
is collected, stored and shared can have serious implications. Poor 
information management can expose local partners to retaliation, 
undermine trust, or inadvertently fuel rumours and polarisation. 
“Do no harm” is a widely used principle in such environments, 
but it is challenging to apply in detail. Projects intended to sup-
port one group can be perceived as favouritism by others; technical 
advice on institutional design can shift the balance between differ-
ent political forces; even the choice of where to hold meetings or 
which language to use can send signals that are interpreted polit-
ically.

To reduce unintended side-effects, EU staff must constantly 
reflect on how their actions interact with local dynamics. This 
includes conducting conflict sensitivity analyses, consulting widely 
before launching new initiatives, and being prepared to adjust or 
discontinue activities that produce negative consequences. It also 
means being honest about the limits of what external engage-
ment can achieve and avoiding promises that cannot be kept. In 
this sense, operational practice in conflict settings is not a simple 
implementation of a fixed plan, but a continuous process of learn-
ing, adapting and negotiating, in which principles of local owner-
ship, inclusiveness and prudence are tested against the realities of 
complex and often volatile environments.
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9.4. Evaluating the EU’s operational role: 
effectiveness, dilemmas and future options

Assessing whether the EU is effective in conflict environments 
is more complex than checking whether a project has been com-
pleted or a mission has ended on time. In such contexts, “success” 
rarely means a clean resolution of the conflict or a rapid transition 
to stable peace. More often, it is measured in terms of stabilisa-
tion, de-escalation and incremental improvements in resilience. 
Stabilisation may involve preventing a fragile ceasefire from col-
lapsing, limiting the spread of violence to new areas or reducing 
the frequency and intensity of incidents. De-escalation can mean 
establishing channels of communication that allow disputes to be 
managed without resorting to force, or creating mechanisms for 
joint problem-solving between previously hostile actors. Resil-
ience refers to the ability of institutions and communities to cope 
with shocks without collapsing — for example, maintaining basic 
services and legal procedures despite pressure, or managing local 
disputes without external intervention. In many cases, progress 
consists of small, cumulative steps: a more professional police unit, 
a functioning local council, an agreed protocol for managing a sen-
sitive checkpoint. Evaluating such outcomes requires patience and 
a willingness to look beyond headline events.

In the course of this work, certain dilemmas appear again and 
again. One is the tension between impartiality and solidarity. On 
paper, the EU often presents itself as an impartial actor, treating 
all sides fairly and focusing on principles rather than camps. In 
practice, it may feel closer to one side, especially when that side 
has made clear commitments to values and reforms the Union sup-
ports, or when it is seen as the victim of aggression. Balancing 
these impulses — supporting partners under pressure without los-
ing credibility as a facilitator or mediator — is a constant challenge. 
Another recurring dilemma is the choice between short-term sta-
bilisation and long-term transformation. Measures that quickly 
reduce violence or migration pressures may entrench actors or 
structures that stand in the way of deeper reforms. Conversely, 
pushing too hard for rapid transformation can destabilise fragile 
arrangements and provoke backlash. A third dilemma concerns 
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exit strategies versus open-ended presence. Staying indefinitely 
risks dependency and fatigue, but leaving too early can undo years 
of work and signal abandonment. Designing “responsible exits” 
that hand over responsibilities to local actors without creating new 
vacuums is far from straightforward.

These experiences feed back into broader debates about the EU’s 
role as a peace and security actor. Over time, lessons from different 
missions and conflict engagements contribute to the development 
of internal doctrines, guidelines and training. They influence how 
future mandates are drafted, how risk is understood and shared 
among member states, and how different instruments — politi-
cal, economic, security-related — are combined. They also shape 
the Union’s self-perception: whether it sees itself primarily as a 
cautious supporter of multilateral processes, as a more assertive 
regional stabiliser, or as something in between. Discussions about 
strategic autonomy and about the Union’s overall level of ambition 
in security policy are informed by concrete experiences: where the 
EU has acted early and coherently and seen positive effects, argu-
ments for a stronger role gain credibility; where efforts have been 
fragmented or outcomes disappointing, calls for restraint or for a 
reordering of priorities become louder.

Looking ahead, the future options for the EU’s operational role 
in conflicts range from incremental adjustment to more funda-
mental rethinking. One path emphasises improving coherence and 
professionalism within the existing framework: better integrated 
planning, more realistic mandates, stronger learning loops and 
clearer communication with local populations. Another explores 
new forms of partnership, in which the EU works more systemati-
cally with regional organisations and local actors, sharing respon-
sibilities and visibility rather than leading from the front. A more 
far-reaching option would link conflict engagement even more 
tightly to internal policies — for example, by making decisions on 
trade, energy or migration more sensitive to their impact on fragile 
settings. In all scenarios, the core question remains the same: how 
can the EU use its operational presence in conflicts not only to 
manage crises, but also to refine its understanding of what kind of 
peace and security actor it wants to be in its wider neighbourhood 
and beyond?
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Questions:
1.	 How would you distinguish between territorial, secessionist, 

state-collapse, hybrid and identity-based conflicts in the EU’s 
wider neighbourhood, and why does this typology matter for 
external engagement?

2.	 Which structural drivers of conflict—such as weak statehood, 
governance failures, socio-economic exclusion and external 
interference—do you consider most difficult for outside actors 
to influence, and why?

3.	 In what sense is it more accurate to speak of “regional conflict 
systems” rather than isolated crises when analysing the Eastern 
and Southern neighbourhoods?

4.	 What factors usually determine whether the EU considers a 
particular conflict serious enough to justify an operational pres-
ence on the ground?

5.	 How do assessments of feasibility and risk influence the EU’s 
decision not only to act or not act, but also to choose a light, 
moderate or robust form of engagement?

6.	 Under which conditions is it more appropriate for the EU to act 
as a facilitator, and when might it instead be expected to take on 
a more demanding role as mediator, guarantor or supervisor?

7.	 Why is mandate design so crucial for the credibility of EU 
engagement in conflicts, and what are the risks of mandates 
that are either too ambitious or too narrow?

8.	 How can “local ownership” be put into practice in settings 
where local elites are divided, contested or themselves part of 
the conflict?

9.	 Why is inclusiveness (for example, involving local authorities, 
civil society, women’s groups and minorities) essential for con-
flict-related EU initiatives, and what obstacles often prevent it 
from being fully realised?

10.	What does it mean in concrete terms to apply “conflict sensitiv-
ity” and the “do no harm” principle when planning and imple-
menting activities in a conflict-affected area?

11.	Which operational risks—physical security, information han-
dling, political manipulation, reputational damage—are most 
salient for EU staff in the field, and how can they be mitigated?
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12.	How can we define and measure “success” for the EU in con-
flict environments where comprehensive peace settlements are 
unlikely in the short term?

13.	In what ways does the tension between impartiality and soli-
darity manifest itself in EU engagement with conflicts, and how 
can this tension be managed without paralysing action?

14.	Why is it so difficult to design credible exit strategies for EU 
missions and initiatives in conflict settings, and what might be 
the consequences of exits that are either premature or exces-
sively delayed?

15.	How can operational experience in specific conflicts contribute 
to reshaping the EU’s broader strategic thinking about its role 
as a peace and security actor in its wider neighbourhood and 
beyond?

Bibliography
1.	 European Union. (2016). Shared vision, common action: A stronger 

Europe—A global strategy for the European Union’s foreign and 
security policy. European External Action Service. https://www.eeas.
europa.eu/sites/default/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf 

2.	 Council of the European Union. (2018, January 22). Council con-
clusions on the integrated approach to external conflicts and crises 
(ST 5413/18 INIT). https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/
ST-5413-2018-INIT/en/pdf 

3.	 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. (2025). UCDP dataset download 
center (Version 25.1) [Data set portal]. Uppsala University. https://
ucdp.uu.se/downloads/ (ucdp.uu.se)

4.	 European Court of Auditors. (2015). The EU police mission in Afghan-
istan: Mixed results (Special Report No 7/2015). https://www.eca.
europa.eu/lists/ecadocuments/sr15_07/sr_eupol_afghanistan_en.pdf 

5.	 Новикова, Д. О. (2009). Новые инструменты международного 
кризисного урегулирования: опыт Европейского Союза. 
МГИМО–Университет. https://mgimo.ru/files/127184/kb-11_Novik-
ova.pdf 

6.	 Щербак, И. Н. (2019). Роль ООН, ЕС и ОБСЕ в кризисном 
урегулировании (Доклады Института Европы № 367). Институт 
Европы РАН. https://www.instituteofeurope.ru/images/uploads/
doklad/367.pdf 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-5413-2018-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-5413-2018-INIT/en/pdf
https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/
https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/
https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/
https://www.eca.europa.eu/lists/ecadocuments/sr15_07/sr_eupol_afghanistan_en.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/lists/ecadocuments/sr15_07/sr_eupol_afghanistan_en.pdf
https://mgimo.ru/files/127184/kb-11_Novikova.pdf
https://mgimo.ru/files/127184/kb-11_Novikova.pdf
https://www.instituteofeurope.ru/images/uploads/doklad/367.pdf
https://www.instituteofeurope.ru/images/uploads/doklad/367.pdf


140

TOPIC 10: ENERGY SECURITY IN THE BLACK 
SEA AND THE EU’S ROLE

10.1.	 The Black Sea energy landscape: actors, resources and infra-
structure

10.2.	 Risks and vulnerabilities in Black Sea energy security
10.3.	 The EU’s toolbox for strengthening energy security in the Black 

Sea region
10.4.	 Geopolitics, green transition and future scenarios

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand 
the Black Sea as an energy region, where resources, infrastruc-
ture, risks and EU policies interact in a changing geopolitical and 
green-transition context.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Identify the main producer, transit and consumer countries 

in the wider Black Sea energy system and describe their 
basic roles.

•	 Outline key energy routes and infrastructures (pipelines, 
interconnectors, LNG, offshore fields) and explain why they 
are strategically important.

•	 Distinguish the main types of risks to energy security in the 
Black Sea and give simple examples of how they affect flows 
and prices.

•	 Explain in basic terms how the EU seeks to strengthen 
energy security in the region through diversification, com-
mon rules and financial–technical support.

•	 Discuss how decarbonisation and new technologies (renew-
ables, offshore wind, hydrogen) may change the long-term 
energy and security outlook for the Black Sea.



141

Key terms:

Pipeline corridor – a main route made of connected gas or oil 
pipelines between regions or markets.

Electricity interconnector – a power line that connects the 
electricity systems of two countries and allows cross-border trade.

LNG (Liquefied Natural Gas) – natural gas cooled to liquid 
form for transport by ship and later turned back into gas.

Energy security – the ability of a country or region to have 
reliable and affordable energy supplies.

Diversification – using different suppliers, routes and energy 
sources so the system does not depend on just one.

Critical infrastructure – key energy objects (pipelines, ports, 
platforms, storage, power lines) whose damage would seriously 
disrupt supplies.

Decarbonisation– reducing greenhouse gas emissions from 
the energy system, mainly by moving away from fossil fuels to 
cleaner sources.

10.1. The Black Sea energy landscape: actors, 
resources and infrastructure

In the wider Black Sea 
region, the energy landscape is 
structured around a triangular 
relationship between producer, 
transit and consumer countries, 
in which coastal states and their 
hinterlands perform distinct but 
interdependent functions. The 
core littoral zone comprises Bul-
garia, Romania, Ukraine, Russia, 

Georgia and Türkiye, while the broader regional frame usually 
adds Armenia, Azerbaijan and Moldova as well as the EU member 
states of South-Eastern Europe, which are closely integrated into 
Black Sea–Caspian energy corridors. On the producing side, Russia 
remains a major exporter of oil and natural gas with export ter-
minals at Novorossiysk and links to offshore infrastructure in the 
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eastern Black Sea, although its role has been substantially affected 
by sanctions, the war in Ukraine and the progressive decoupling 
of European markets from Russian gas. At the same time, new 
upstream actors have emerged: Türkiye has brought on stream 
the Sakarya field and continues to announce additional offshore 
gas discoveries such as the recent Göktepe find; Romania and Bul-
garia are advancing projects like Neptun Deep, Midia and Khan 
Asparuh; together these developments turn the Black Sea from a 
mere transit basin into a nascent production area that can con-
tribute to regional diversification. Beyond the immediate littoral, 
Azerbaijan functions as the principal non-Russian gas supplier 
linked to the region, feeding the Southern Gas Corridor through 
the South Caucasus Pipeline, TANAP and TAP, which move Cas-
pian gas across Georgia and Türkiye towards the EU market.

Transit countries form the connective tissue of this system. 
Türkiye has deliberately positioned itself as an energy hub, hosting 
multiple oil and gas routes—from legacy lines such as BTC and Blue 
Stream to newer infrastructures like TurkStream and TANAP—
that bridge producers in Russia and the Caspian basin with con-
sumers in South-Eastern and Central Europe. Georgia, while not 
a producer, is indispensable as a secure land corridor between 
Azerbaijan and Black Sea or Mediterranean outlets, underpinning 
both pipeline routes and electricity interconnections. Romania and 
Bulgaria act simultaneously as coastal states and overland tran-
sit nodes: offshore gas is landed on their shores and then injected 
into a growing mesh of interconnectors (such as BRUA and IGB) 
that channel volumes towards the Western Balkans and Central 
Europe. Ukraine historically occupied a central position as the 
main corridor for Russian gas to the EU, but the termination of 
transit through its system in early 2025 and the militarisation of 
parts of the Black Sea have sharply reduced this role and shifted 
flows to southern routes. Smaller hinterland states such as Mol-
dova, as well as Western Balkan economies, are deeply affected by 
these reconfigurations because their supply security depends on 
how the transit architecture around the Black Sea is redesigned.

On the demand side, the principal consumers are the EU markets 
of South-Eastern and Central Europe, alongside Türkiye’s rapidly 
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growing domestic energy demand. Romania and Bulgaria combine 
the roles of medium-sized producers and net importers; Greece 
and Italy appear in the regional picture as terminal markets for 
TAP and associated interconnectors; and landlocked EU members 
such as Hungary, Slovakia and Austria increasingly rely on south-
north flows from the Black Sea–Caspian direction as alternatives 
to Russian routes via Ukraine. For non-EU neighbours—Ukraine, 
Moldova, Georgia and the Western Balkans—the Black Sea corri-
dors are not only a physical supply lifeline but also a vehicle for 
regulatory and market integration with the EU’s energy acquis. In 
this configuration, coastal states control ports, offshore fields, LNG 
and pipeline landfalls, while the hinterland provides both addi-
tional production (Azerbaijan and potentially other Caspian states) 
and captive markets whose consumption justifies large-scale infra-
structure. The result is an energy landscape in which the Black 
Sea functions less as a self-contained basin and more as a pivotal 
interface connecting Eurasian producers, multiple tiers of transit 
countries and heterogeneous consumer markets under conditions 
of high geopolitical and geoeconomic volatility.

Key energy resources in the Black Sea region are organised 
around several types of routes that link producers, transit states 
and consumer markets. Natural gas flows mainly through a sys-
tem of large pipelines that connect Russian and Caspian fields with 
South-Eastern and Central Europe, including offshore and onshore 
segments across the Black Sea and neighbouring territories. At the 
same time, new offshore gas fields in the Black Sea, developed by 
Türkiye, Romania and Bulgaria, are gradually turning the basin 
into a source of regional production, with subsea pipelines bring-
ing gas to coastal terminals and then into the wider transmission 
network. Oil is transported both by sea and by pipeline: tankers 
carry crude and oil products from Black Sea ports to Mediterra-
nean and global markets, while overland routes from the Caspian 
area and Russia use the region as a corridor to reach refineries and 
terminals further west and south. Alongside hydrocarbons, elec-
tricity corridors are gaining importance: interconnectors between 
the power systems of EU member states and partner countries 
around the Black Sea allow cross-border trade in electricity, sup-
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port integration of renewable energy sources and increase overall 
system stability. LNG, although still less central than pipeline gas, 
is becoming more relevant through regional terminals and swap 
arrangements that can redirect liquefied gas from global suppli-
ers into the interconnected grids of South-Eastern Europe. Taken 
together, these pipelines, power lines, LNG facilities and offshore 
fields create a dense and interdependent network in which the 
Black Sea acts as both an energy route and an emerging production 
zone, rather than a simple transit space.

Strategic choke points and critical infrastructure make the Black 
Sea energy system both valuable and vulnerable. The most obvious 
choke point is the Turkish Straits – the Bosporus and the Darda-
nelles – which form the only sea route between the Black Sea and 
the Mediterranean. Any restriction, accident or military tension in 
this narrow passage can delay or block the movement of oil tank-
ers, gas carriers and supply vessels, with direct consequences for 
regional exports and imports. Inside the basin, key energy ports 
such as Novorossiysk, Constanța, Burgas, Varna, Odessa and Batumi 
work as critical nodes where oil and gas are loaded, stored or trans-
ferred to other routes. Damage to these ports, their storage facilities 
or loading terminals can break supply chains even if upstream pro-
duction remains stable. Offshore platforms and subsea pipelines add 
another layer of critical infrastructure. They concentrate high levels 
of investment and technology in relatively small areas, are difficult 
to repair quickly, and are exposed to storms, technical failures, and 
deliberate attacks. Submarine electricity cables and cross-border 
interconnectors also act as strategic assets: they make it possible 
to balance power systems and trade electricity across borders, but 
they are hard to protect and easy to disrupt. On land, major com-
pressor stations, pumping stations, and gas hubs close to the coast 
or at pipeline junctions become strategic bottlenecks because they 
control pressure and flow in the broader network. The combination 
of narrow maritime passages, highly concentrated port and offshore 
infrastructure, and a limited number of alternative routes means 
that resilience in the Black Sea basin depends on redundancy, phys-
ical protection, cybersecurity, and coordinated crisis management 
among coastal and neighbouring states.
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10.2. Risks and vulnerabilities  
in Black Sea energy security

Risks to Black Sea energy security take many forms and often 
reinforce each other. Supply disruptions can result from technical 
failures, extreme weather, industrial accidents, sanctions, block-
ades or deliberate cuts in exports. Transit disputes arise when pro-
ducer, transit and consumer countries disagree over tariffs, con-
tract terms, arrears or the allocation of capacities; they can lead to 
pressure on flows, short-term interruptions or sudden rerouting of 
volumes. Infrastructure accidents add another dimension: explo-
sions, leaks or fires on pipelines, compressor stations, storage sites, 
offshore platforms or terminals can remove key assets from opera-
tion for a long period and demand expensive repairs. Environmen-
tal hazards are especially serious in a semi-enclosed sea such as the 
Black Sea, where oil spills, gas leaks, or contamination from dam-
aged facilities can spread quickly, damage ecosystems, and under-
mine local economies that rely on fishing and tourism. Hybrid and 
cyber threats further increase uncertainty: energy companies and 
network operators may face cyberattacks against control systems, 
GPS spoofing, interference with shipping, drone incidents, or sab-
otage that is difficult to attribute but can disrupt flows and erode 
trust between states.

A second group of vulnerabilities comes from strong depend-
ence on a small number of suppliers or routes. When several coun-
tries rely on one dominant exporter or on one main corridor, they 
are exposed to price shocks and political leverage. Limited options 
reduce the bargaining power of smaller states and make it easier 
for powerful actors to link energy decisions with wider diplomatic 
or security demands. Concentration of flows in a narrow set of 
pipelines, ports, or straits also creates structural bottlenecks: any 
failure or blockage at one point can quickly cascade through the 
region and affect spot prices, storage strategies, and emergency 
measures. In this context, long-term contracts and sunk invest-
ments in existing infrastructure can slow down diversification, 
because they tie companies and governments to legacy routes even 
when they would like to shift to new suppliers or technologies.
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Regional conflicts and maritime disputes have a direct and last-
ing impact on energy flows and investment choices in the Black 
Sea basin. Armed clashes, frozen conflicts, contested borders, and 
naval incidents increase the physical risk to offshore platforms, 
shipping lanes, and coastal infrastructure. Disagreements over 
maritime delimitation and exclusive economic zones complicate 
the exploration and development of offshore resources because 
companies face uncertainty about which state has the right to 
license fields and enforce regulations. Investors tend to demand 
higher risk premiums, shorten planning horizons, and may post-
pone or cancel projects when they expect instability, sanctions or 
damage to critical assets. As a result, some states and firms redirect 
capital to other regions or to less exposed sectors, including renew-
ables and grid projects that can be built onshore and connected 
through diversified corridors. In this way, security tensions and 
legal disputes do not only disturb current energy flows; they also 
shape the long-term map of infrastructure and production in and 
around the Black Sea.

10.3. The EU’s toolbox for strengthening energy 
security in the Black Sea region

The EU’s approach to strengthening energy security in the 
Black Sea region starts from the idea of diversification in a broad 
sense. It is not only about changing the supplier of gas or oil, but 
also about building a more flexible system with alternative routes, 
sources and technologies. New or upgraded pipelines, reverse-flow 
capacities and LNG options can reduce dependence on a single cor-
ridor or a single exporter, while electricity interconnectors allow 
countries to import power from several neighbours rather than 
rely on one dominant source. Regional market integration, includ-
ing cross-border capacity allocation and coordinated operation of 
transmission systems, makes it easier to redirect flows when one 
route is blocked or a supplier becomes unreliable. Underground 
gas storage and oil storage facilities, placed at strategic locations 
in and around the Black Sea, provide a buffer during peak demand, 
price spikes or temporary interruptions; they also give smaller 
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states more room to negotiate contracts and avoid emergency pur-
chases on unfavourable terms.

Alongside physical diversification, the EU promotes a set of 
regulatory and market instruments designed to make the regional 
energy environment more transparent and competitive. Align-
ment with EU energy rules, including the principles of the inter-
nal energy market, supports the gradual convergence of laws and 
practices in neighbouring countries with those of EU member 
states. This involves clear rules for third-party access to networks, 
non-discriminatory tariffs and transparent licensing procedures. 
Unbundling of transmission from production and supply, where 
implemented, helps to prevent vertically integrated companies 
from using control over pipelines or grids to exclude competi-
tors. Stronger competition rules and independent regulators in the 
region are intended to reduce the space for opaque deals and to 
limit the use of energy as a political tool. In this way, the legal and 
institutional framework becomes part of the security toolbox: it 
reduces the risk that infrastructure controlled by one actor can be 
used to exert pressure on others.

Finally, the EU relies on financial and technical support to turn 
these strategic ideas into concrete projects on the ground. Euro-
pean funding instruments, development banks and specialised 
facilities can co-finance interconnectors, modernisation of grids, 
smart metering, new storage capacities and cross-border infra-
structure that might be too costly or risky for national budgets 
alone. Technical assistance programmes help partner countries in 
the Black Sea region to prepare feasibility studies, design bank-
able projects and adopt modern standards for system operation, 
safety and environmental performance. At the same time, a grow-
ing share of support is directed towards low-carbon projects, such 
as renewable energy installations, offshore wind, improved energy 
efficiency in buildings and industry, and the integration of varia-
ble renewables into regional power systems. By combining support 
for diversification, regulatory reform and decarbonisation, the EU 
seeks to build an energy system in the Black Sea region that is not 
only more secure in the short term, but also more sustainable and 
resilient in the long term.
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10.4. Geopolitics, green transition  
and future scenarios

The role of major external and regional players in the Black 
Sea energy system will remain central for any future scenario. The 
European Union is both a nearby market and a regulatory power: it 
shapes demand through its internal policies on gas, oil and electric-
ity, and it exports rules through its neighbourhood, enlargement 
and Energy Community frameworks. Russia continues to matter as 
a key producer with long experience in pipeline diplomacy, even 
if its relative weight decreases over time because of sanctions, 
diversification and changing demand in Europe. Türkiye acts as 
a regional pivot, combining the roles of littoral state, transit cor-
ridor and emerging gas hub, and it uses this position to increase 
its diplomatic and economic influence. Countries such as Ukraine, 
Romania, Bulgaria, Georgia and Azerbaijan contribute to this com-
plex picture as coastal or hinterland actors that host infrastruc-
ture, develop offshore and onshore resources, and seek to balance 
security interests with economic opportunities. External players 
like the United States and, to a lesser extent, China also affect the 
regional landscape through political support, defence cooperation, 
investments, technology transfer and competition over standards 
in new energy sectors.

Decarbonisation and the spread of new technologies gradually 
change the strategic logic of energy in the Black Sea basin. As the 
EU and its neighbours reduce the share of fossil fuels and increase 
the role of renewables, traditional oil and gas routes may lose some 
of their long-term importance, even if they remain relevant in the 
medium term. Offshore wind, if developed at scale, can turn parts 
of the Black Sea into major production zones for green electric-
ity that is exported via subsea cables and regional interconnectors. 
Hydrogen, produced from renewable power or with low-carbon 
methods, may create new value chains in which ports, industrial 
clusters and storage sites become as important as classic pipeline 
junctions. Digital technologies, smart grids and demand-response 
tools allow a more flexible use of networks and help to stabilise 
systems with a high share of variable renewables. In this emerging 
context, control over pipelines is no longer the only or main source 
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of leverage; instead, access to clean technologies, grid integration, 
innovation capacity and standard-setting in areas such as hydro-
gen certification become new dimensions of power and influence.

The Black Sea can therefore be seen as a test case for the EU’s 
broader approach to energy security, strategic autonomy and 
regional cooperation. If the Union manages to combine diversifi-
cation away from risky suppliers with deep decarbonisation and 
closer cooperation with neighbouring states, the region could 
illustrate how security and climate goals can reinforce each other 
rather than compete. A positive scenario would involve gradual 
settlement or effective management of conflicts, stable rules for 
maritime zones, strong regional institutions and a dense network 
of interconnectors, storage sites and renewable projects built on 
common standards. A less favourable scenario would see fragmen-
tation, persistent disputes, selective alignment with EU rules, and 
parallel systems promoted by competing external powers, which 
would slow down investment and maintain high vulnerability to 
shocks. Between these extremes, mixed paths are also possible, with 
pockets of advanced green integration around some coastal states 
and slower, more politicised transitions elsewhere. In all cases, the 
way the EU and its partners handle energy in the Black Sea will 
send a wider signal about the credibility of European ambitions in 
security, climate leadership and neighbourhood policy.

Questions:
1.	 Which states can be considered the main producer, transit and 

consumer countries in the wider Black Sea region, and how do 
their roles differ?

2.	 Why is the Black Sea often described as both an energy route 
and an emerging production zone rather than a simple transit 
corridor?

3.	 What are the main advantages and limitations of pipeline-based 
energy transport compared with LNG and electricity intercon-
nectors in the Black Sea context?

4.	 How do strategic choke points such as the Turkish Straits 
influence the security and reliability of energy flows from and 
through the Black Sea?
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5.	 In what ways can supply disruptions, transit disputes and infra-
structure accidents interact and reinforce each other in creating 
regional energy crises?

6.	 Why are environmental hazards in the Black Sea, such as oil 
spills or damage to offshore platforms, particularly problematic 
for local societies and ecosystems?

7.	 How does a high dependence on a limited number of suppliers 
or routes affect the bargaining position and political vulnerabil-
ity of small and medium-sized states in the region?

8.	 What types of hybrid and cyber threats are relevant for energy 
infrastructure in and around the Black Sea, and why are they 
difficult to manage?

9.	 How do regional conflicts and maritime disputes shape investor 
decisions regarding new pipelines, offshore projects and renew-
able energy installations?

10.	Which elements of the EU’s diversification strategy are most 
relevant for improving energy security in the Black Sea region?

11.	How can alignment with EU energy rules and unbundling of 
transmission from supply contribute to greater transparency 
and competition in regional energy markets?

12.	What forms of financial and technical support can the EU pro-
vide to partner countries in the Black Sea area, and how do 
these instruments support both security and the green transi-
tion?

13.	In what ways might large-scale deployment of offshore wind 
and green hydrogen change the strategic importance of tradi-
tional oil and gas routes in the Black Sea basin?

14.	How can the Black Sea region illustrate the potential synergies 
and tensions between energy security goals and climate-neu-
trality objectives of the EU?

15.	Which future scenario for the Black Sea energy system do you 
consider most plausible (cooperative green integration, frag-
mented competition, or a mixed pattern), and what arguments 
support your assessment?
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TOPIC 11: EU-UKRAINE RELATIONS  
AND RUSSIAN POLICIES

11.1.	 Evolution of EU–Ukraine relations: from partnership to associ-
ation and beyond

11.2.	 Russian policies towards Ukraine and the EU: instruments, 
narratives, pressure

11.3.	 EU responses to the Ukraine–Russia conflict: support, sanc-
tions, security and reconstruction

11.4.	 Future of EU–Ukraine relations and implications for the Euro-
pean order

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand how 
EU–Ukraine relations have moved from partnership to association 
and towards membership, how Russian policies and the war have 
shaped this process, and what this means for the future European 
order and the EU’s role as a geopolitical actor.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Describe the main stages in the evolution of EU–Ukraine 

relations and explain why each stage was important.
•	 Explain key instruments and narratives of Russian policy 

towards Ukraine and the EU, including military, economic 
and information tools.

•	 Identify and summarise the main elements of the EU’s 
response: political, economic and security support for 
Ukraine, as well as sanctions on Russia.

•	 Discuss Ukraine’s EU membership perspective, the logic of 
accession conditionality and the need for institutional adap-
tation on both sides.

•	 Assess how the conflict has changed EU–Russia relations, 
the regional security architecture and the EU’s identity as a 
geopolitical union.
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Key terms:

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) – the first 
basic treaty between the EU and Ukraine, providing a general 
framework for political dialogue and cooperation.

European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) – the EU’s frame-
work for closer political and economic relations with neighbouring 
countries without an automatic promise of membership.

Eastern Partnership (EaP) – the eastern regional dimension 
of the ENP, covering Ukraine and five other partner countries, 
focused on deeper cooperation and reform.

Association Agreement (AA) – a far-reaching treaty between 
the EU and Ukraine that combines political association with eco-
nomic integration and legal approximation.

DCFTA (Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area) – the 
trade part of the Association Agreement, giving Ukraine gradual 
access to parts of the EU internal market in exchange for regula-
tory alignment.

Accession conditionality – the set of political, economic and 
legal criteria that a candidate country must meet in order to join 
the EU.

Spheres-of-influence logic – a view that great powers have 
special rights and interests in neighbouring countries and can limit 
their foreign-policy choices.

Hybrid warfare / hybrid measures – a combination of mil-
itary force, cyberattacks, disinformation, economic pressure and 
other tools used to weaken or destabilise another state.

Sanctions and restrictive measures – legal tools used by the 
EU to limit economic, financial or political ties with individuals, 
companies or states in response to violations of international law.

Macro-financial assistance (MFA)  – EU financial support 
(usually loans and grants) that helps partner countries cover bal-
ance-of-payments needs and stabilise public finances.

Recovery and reconstruction – medium- and long-term pro-
cesses of rebuilding infrastructure, institutions and the economy 
after a war, ideally linked with reforms and modernisation.

Strategic autonomy  – the EU’s ability to act independently 
in foreign and security policy, including in relations with major 
powers such as Russia.
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11.1. Evolution of EU–Ukraine relations: from 
partnership to association and beyond

The evolution of EU–Ukraine relations can be seen as a move 
from loose partnership to deep association and, more recently, to a 
membership perspective. In the 1990s, relations were based mainly 
on the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement, which entered 
into force in 1998 and created a general legal framework for politi-
cal dialogue and sectoral cooperation, but without strong economic 
integration. With the launch of the European Neighbourhood Pol-
icy in 2004 and its eastern dimension, the Eastern Partnership in 
2009, the EU offered Ukraine a closer relationship in return for 
reforms in areas such as rule of law, market economy and pub-
lic administration. These frameworks already hinted at “European 
perspective”, but stopped short of promising membership. The real 
qualitative change came with the negotiation and signing of the 
EU–Ukraine Association Agreement, including a Deep and Com-
prehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA). The political chapters were 
signed in March 2014, and the full agreement entered into force on 
1 September 2017, establishing a far-reaching regime of political 
association and economic integration through legal approximation 
and gradual integration into parts of the EU internal market.

Ukraine’s own self-positioning has been a key factor in this 
trajectory. For many years, Kyiv tried to follow a “multi-vector” 
strategy, balancing between closer ties with the EU and continued 
participation in post-Soviet integration projects led by Russia. The 
Orange Revolution of 2004–2005 and later the Euromaidan protests 
in 2013–2014 marked turning points: mass mobilisation in favour 
of signing the Association Agreement and of a “European choice” 
pushed Ukrainian elites to prioritise integration with the EU, even 
at high political and economic cost. The annexation of Crimea and 
the outbreak of war in eastern Ukraine in 2014 further accelerated 
this shift, turning the EU into a central partner for security, reforms 
and economic stabilisation. After the full-scale Russian invasion in 
2022, Ukraine formally applied for EU membership and obtained 
candidate status in June 2022; accession negotiations were opened 
in 2024. In this sense, the relationship has moved “beyond associa-
tion”: the Association Agreement and DCFTA now serve not only 
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as a framework for cooperation, but also as a roadmap for prepar-
ing Ukraine’s eventual integration into the EU’s legal, economic 
and political space.

11.2. Russian policies towards Ukraine and the 
EU: instruments, narratives, pressure

Russian policy towards Ukraine and the European Union is 
built on a classical spheres-of-influence logic, combined with mod-
ern security doctrines and a wide toolbox of pressure instruments. 
In Moscow’s strategic view, Ukraine is part of a privileged “near 
abroad”, where Western military and political presence should be 
limited, and where Russia claims special security interests. This 
approach is reflected in official documents that present NATO and 
EU enlargement as direct threats to Russian security and argue for 
a buffer zone between Russia and Euro-Atlantic structures. Eco-
nomic and energy leverage form a central part of this policy: for 
many years Russia used gas pricing, supply cuts, debts and long-
term contracts as tools to influence Ukraine and several EU mem-
ber states, while also investing in pipeline projects that bypass 
Ukrainian territory and increase dependence on alternative routes 
under Russian control. Information strategies and influence oper-
ations complement these instruments. Russian state media, online 
campaigns and local proxy actors promote narratives that ques-
tion Ukraine’s statehood, portray the EU as divided and weak, and 
present Russia as a defender of traditional values and legitimate 
security interests; at the same time, they seek to deepen existing 
social and political cleavages inside EU societies.

Russian actions towards Ukraine – including the annexation 
of Crimea in 2014, the war in Donbas, the full-scale invasion 
launched in 2022 and the ongoing use of hybrid measures – have 
had profound consequences for EU security, cohesion and pol-
icy choices. The annexation and subsequent military operations 
directly challenged the European security order, forcing the EU 
to redefine Russia from a “strategic partner” to a major security 
threat and to adopt multiple rounds of sanctions targeting Russian 
elites, finance and energy exports. The full-scale war triggered an 
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unprecedented level of political unity among EU member states on 
support for Ukraine, including military assistance, macro-financial 
aid, temporary protection for millions of refugees and accelerated 
steps towards Ukraine’s candidate status and opening of accession 
negotiations. At the same time, it exposed internal differences over 
threat perception, sanctions costs and the speed of phasing out 
Russian energy, creating tensions between states more depend-
ent on Russian imports and those pushing for faster decoupling. 
Hybrid pressure – cyberattacks, disinformation, instrumentalisa-
tion of migrants, and suspected sabotage of infrastructure – has 
widened the EU agenda from traditional defence to resilience of 
critical infrastructure, cybersecurity and societal cohesion. Over-
all, Russian policies towards Ukraine and the EU have turned the 
Ukrainian question into a central test of EU solidarity, strategic 
autonomy and its ability to act as a geopolitical actor, pushing the 
Union to rethink enlargement, energy policy, defence cooperation 
and crisis management in a more hostile regional environment.

11.3. EU responses to the Ukraine–Russia conflict: 
support, sanctions, security and reconstruction
EU responses to the Ukraine–Russia conflict combine strong 

political backing for Ukraine, wide-ranging support measures and 
a dense regime of sanctions against Russia and associated actors. 
Politically, the EU has recognised Ukraine as a key partner whose 
security and sovereignty are directly linked to European stability. 
This is reflected in repeated European Council conclusions, high-
level visits, and the decision to grant Ukraine candidate status 
and open accession negotiations. Economic and financial support 
includes large packages of macro-financial assistance, budget sup-
port and trade measures such as temporary suspension of tariffs 
and quotas for Ukrainian exports to the EU. In the security field, 
the Union uses mainly non-Article-5 instruments: through the 
European Peace Facility it finances the delivery of military equip-
ment and ammunition by member states, while EU missions con-
tribute to training Ukrainian armed forces and supporting reforms 
in the defence and security sector. Non-military support covers 
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cyber security, protection of critical infrastructure, demining, 
resilience against disinformation and strengthening of state insti-
tutions. In parallel, the EU has adopted multiple waves of sanctions 
and restrictive measures targeting Russian banks, companies, indi-
viduals, media outlets and specific sectors such as defence, high-
tech goods and parts of the energy trade. These measures aim to 
limit Russia’s ability to finance the war, restrict access to sensi-
tive technologies and send a clear normative signal about the costs 
of aggression, while also addressing channels of circumvention 
through third countries.

The EU also plays a central role in humanitarian assistance, 
refugee reception and the early stages of planning for Ukraine’s 
recovery and reconstruction. Through the EU Civil Protection 
Mechanism and humanitarian aid instruments, member states 
and EU agencies coordinate deliveries of medical supplies, shel-
ter, food, equipment and emergency support to displaced persons 
inside Ukraine and to host communities in neighbouring countries. 
The activation of the Temporary Protection Directive has given 
millions of Ukrainian refugees immediate access to legal residence, 
labour markets, education and healthcare across the EU, turning 
short-term solidarity into a more structured reception framework. 
Macro-financial support helps the Ukrainian state to maintain 
basic functions, pay salaries and pensions, and stabilise public 
finances during the conflict. At the same time, the Union is work-
ing with Ukrainian authorities, international financial institutions 
and other partners on a long-term reconstruction agenda that links 
physical rebuilding with reforms and the green and digital transi-
tion. Plans for recovery stress principles such as transparency, rule 
of law, anti-corruption and alignment with EU standards, so that 
reconstruction serves not only to repair war damage but also to 
bring Ukraine closer to the institutional and economic conditions 
needed for future EU membership.
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11.4. Future of EU–Ukraine relations and 
implications for the European order

The membership perspective has become the central frame 
for future EU–Ukraine relations. Ukraine’s candidate status and 
the opening of accession negotiations mean that the Association 
Agreement and DCFTA are now seen as a preparation phase for full 
membership, not as an end in themselves. Accession will depend on 
classic conditionality: the country must adopt and implement the 
EU acquis in areas such as the internal market, competition, envi-
ronment, energy, justice and home affairs, as well as demonstrate 
progress on rule of law, judicial independence, anti-corruption and 
protection of fundamental rights. At the same time, the Union will 
need its own institutional adaptation. A large, war-damaged state 
with a strong agricultural sector and major reconstruction needs 
will affect the EU budget, cohesion policy and the Common Agri-
cultural Policy, and will change the balance of power in the Council 
and the European Parliament. Debates on reform of decision-mak-
ing, including a possible wider use of qualified majority voting in 
foreign and security policy, and on the future shape of the EU (for 
example, “widening and deepening” or differentiated integration) 
are therefore directly linked to the question of Ukraine’s accession. 
For both sides, the membership process is likely to be long and 
politically sensitive, but it sets a clear strategic direction and ties 
domestic reforms in Ukraine to a concrete institutional horizon.

In the longer term, the conflict and Ukraine’s European choice 
will also reshape EU–Russia relations, the regional security archi-
tecture and the Union’s self-image as a geopolitical actor. The 
idea of a “strategic partnership” between the EU and Russia has 
been replaced by a model of structured confrontation with limited, 
strictly defined areas of contact. Trust has been deeply damaged, 
and even if fighting stops, it is unlikely that relations will quickly 
return to the pre-2014 or pre-2022 pattern. 

Security arrangements in Europe will be more focused on 
deterrence, defence and resilience, with a stronger role for NATO, 
increased defence spending by EU member states and closer coor-
dination between the EU and the Alliance. The enlargement of the 
EU and NATO towards the East, including possible membership of 
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Ukraine and other neighbours, would move the political and legal 
borders of “Europe” further into the post-Soviet space and narrow 
the traditional Russian sphere of influence. For the EU, the way it 
manages support for Ukraine, sanctions on Russia, energy decou-
pling and reconstruction will be a test of its capacity to act as a 
geopolitical union, not only as a market and regulatory power. If 
the Union manages to stay united, to adapt its institutions and to 
link enlargement with deeper internal reforms, the outcome of the 
conflict may strengthen its identity as a security provider and a 
strategic actor in its neighbourhood. If internal divisions prevail, 
the risk is a more fragmented European order, with overlapping 
blocs, weaker norms and greater room for other powers to shape 
the region’s future.

Questions
1.	 What were the main stages in the evolution of EU–Ukraine rela-

tions from the PCA to the Association Agreement and DCFTA?
2.	 Why did the Association Agreement become a turning point in 

Ukraine’s “European choice”?
3.	 How did the Euromaidan protests change Ukraine’s self-posi-

tioning between different integration projects?
4.	 Which instruments does Russia use to influence Ukraine and 

the EU, and how do these instruments reflect a spheres-of-in-
fluence logic?

5.	 In what ways have Russian actions towards Ukraine (annexa-
tion, war, hybrid measures) forced the EU to reconsider its secu-
rity and neighbourhood policies?

6.	 What types of support has the EU provided to Ukraine in politi-
cal, economic and security terms since 2014 and especially after 
2022?

7.	 How do EU sanctions and restrictive measures aim to affect 
Russia’s capacity to wage war and its broader behaviour?

8.	 Why is accession conditionality central for the future of EU–
Ukraine relations, and which reforms are particularly sensitive 
or difficult?
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9.	 How might Ukraine’s future membership change internal EU 
politics, institutions and the Union’s external posture?

10.	In what sense is the management of the Ukraine–Russia conflict 
a test for the EU’s identity as a geopolitical actor and for the 
future European security order?
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TOPIC 12: EU’S POLICIES TOWARDS THE 
SOUTH CAUCASUS

12.1.	 The South Caucasus in the EU’s strategic geography
12.2.	 Frameworks and instruments of EU–South Caucasus relations
12.3.	 Conflict-related engagement and resilience-building
12.4.	 Contemporary challenges and future directions of EU policy in 

the South Caucasus

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand how 
the South Caucasus fits into the EU’s wider strategic geography: 
what makes Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia specific as partners; 
why the region matters for connectivity, energy and security; how 
EU bilateral and regional instruments work there; and how con-
flicts and external pressures shape the Union’s options.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Describe the basic political, economic and security profile 

of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia and explain why the 
region is strategically important for the EU.

•	 Identify the main legal and policy frameworks of EU–South 
Caucasus relations (PCA, AA/DCFTA, CEPA and other for-
mats) and their differences.

•	 Explain how the EU combines bilateral cooperation, regional 
initiatives and conflict-related engagement in its approach 
to the South Caucasus.

•	 Discuss the notion of resilience in this context, including 
governance, rule of law, economic diversification and soci-
etal links with the EU.

•	 Assess contemporary challenges and possible future direc-
tions of EU policy in the region, including connectivity, sec-
toral integration and security roles.
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Key terms

South Caucasus – the region formed by Armenia, Azerbaijan 
and Georgia, located between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, 
at the crossroads of Europe, Russia, Türkiye, Iran and Central Asia.

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) – the basic 
treaty framework used by the EU in the 1990s and 2000s to struc-
ture political dialogue and sectoral cooperation with partner coun-
tries, including in the South Caucasus.

Association Agreement (AA) / DCFTA – a far-reaching 
treaty between the EU and a partner country (for example, Geor-
gia) that combines political association with deep trade and regu-
latory integration through a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 
Area.

CEPA (Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agree-
ment) – the main treaty between the EU and Armenia, which 
deepens cooperation and legal approximation in many sectors, 
while taking into account Armenia’s membership in the Eurasian 
Economic Union.

Eastern Partnership (EaP) – the EU’s eastern neighbourhood 
framework that includes the three South Caucasus countries and 
aims to support reforms, closer economic ties and people-to-people 
contacts.

Connectivity – physical and digital links (roads, railways, 
ports, pipelines, power lines, data cables) that connect the South 
Caucasus with the EU, the Black Sea, the Middle East and Central 
Asia.

Middle Corridor / Trans-Caspian route – an emerging mul-
timodal transport corridor that connects Europe and Asia via the 
South Caucasus and the Caspian Sea, seen as an alternative or 
complement to routes via Russia.

Conflict-related engagement – the set of EU tools used 
around unresolved conflicts and disputed territories (diplomacy, 
monitoring, dialogue projects, support to communities) without 
providing hard security guarantees.

Resilience – the ability of states and societies to resist, adapt 
to and recover from shocks (conflicts, external pressure, hybrid 
threats) while maintaining core functions and development paths.
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Global Gateway – the EU’s connectivity strategy that supports 
sustainable infrastructure and links with partner regions, includ-
ing transport and digital projects involving the South Caucasus.

12.1. The South Caucasus  
in the EU’s strategic geography

The South Caucasus – Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia – 
forms a small but highly complex region located between the Black 
Sea, the Caspian Sea, Russia, Türkiye and Iran. Politically, the three 
states share a Soviet past but have followed different paths. Geor-
gia presents itself as a reform-oriented, pro-Western state with 
strong public support for European integration, but it faces prob-
lems of polarised politics and periodic concerns about democratic 
backsliding. Armenia is a parliamentary republic that has pursued 
democratic reforms in recent years, while remaining heavily con-
strained by its security environment and economic dependence on 
external partners. Azerbaijan is a presidential system with strong 
centralised power and a political model often described as com-
petitive or managed authoritarianism, combined with an assertive 
foreign and security policy. Economically, the region is marked by 
sharp asymmetries: Azerbaijan is a hydrocarbon exporter with sig-
nificant oil and gas revenues; Armenia and Georgia are more diver-
sified but structurally vulnerable, with smaller industrial bases, 
large service sectors, important remittances and a high sensitivity 
to regional trade and transport disruptions. In security terms, all 
three states have been affected by unresolved or only partially set-
tled conflicts, militarisation and the presence or influence of larger 
powers, which makes the region one of the most fragile parts of the 
wider European neighbourhood.

For the European Union, the South Caucasus matters because 
it is both a corridor and a contact zone linking several strategic 
spaces. It is a land bridge between the Black Sea and the Caspian 
Sea and a key segment of east–west transport and energy routes, 
including the Southern Gas Corridor that brings Caspian gas to 
European markets, and the so-called Middle Corridor that con-
nects Europe with Central Asia and China via the South Caucasus 
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and the Caspian. The region is also close to the Middle East and 
is affected by developments there, especially in terms of security, 
migration and trade. At the same time, the South Caucasus is home 
to several “frozen” or recently reignited conflicts whose escalation 
could threaten critical pipelines, railways and digital links and cre-
ate new refugee flows. For the EU, this combination of connectivity 
potential and conflict risk makes the region important for energy 
diversification, trade and transport resilience, but also for conflict 
prevention, crisis management and the promotion of stability at 
the intersection of different geopolitical spheres.

Within the EU’s broader Eastern track, the South Cauca-
sus occupies a specific place. All three countries are part of the 
European Neighbourhood Policy and the Eastern Partnership, but 
their situations differ from those of other Eastern partners such 
as Ukraine or Moldova. Georgia has obtained EU candidate status, 
though its accession process is currently under strain; Armenia is 
deepening its ties with the EU and has started to explore a possi-
ble integration path without yet applying for membership; Azer-
baijan remains a strategic energy and connectivity partner with 
a more selective and interest-driven engagement in EU rules and 
norms.Compared with other Eastern neighbours, the South Cauca-
sus is more strongly defined by hard security issues, the presence 
of non-EU regional powers and its role as a transit and energy 
hub. This gives EU policy in the region a distinctive profile: it must 
combine the classic tools of the Eastern Partnership – support for 
reforms, approximation to EU standards, people-to-people con-
tacts – with a sharper focus on connectivity, energy security and 
conflict management in a highly contested strategic environment.

12.2. Frameworks and instruments  
of EU–South Caucasus relations

EU relations with the South Caucasus are organised first of all 
through bilateral tracks, which differ for each of the three states. 
Georgia has the deepest legal framework: an Association Agree-
ment with a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA), 
in force since 2016, plus visa-free travel for short stays in the 
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Schengen area. This creates a dense structure of political bodies, 
trade liberalisation and regulatory approximation to the EU acquis. 
Armenia, by contrast, is linked to the EU through the Compre-
hensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA), signed in 
2017 and fully in force since 2021. CEPA is less far-reaching than 
an Association Agreement with DCFTA, because Armenia is a 
member of the Eurasian Economic Union, but it still covers wide 
areas of political dialogue, sectoral cooperation and gradual legal 
alignment. Azerbaijan remains based on an older Partnership and 
Cooperation Agreement from the 1990s, complemented by sec-
toral arrangements and “partnership priorities”; negotiations on a 
modernised framework have been ongoing with a focus on energy, 
trade, connectivity and regulatory cooperation, but without the 
same level of legal integration as in the Georgian or Armenian 
cases.

These legal bases are filled with concrete instruments of polit-
ical dialogue, reform support and technical assistance. Regular 
Association or Partnership Councils, Committees and subcommit-
tees, as well as high-level visits and Eastern Partnership summits, 
provide fora in which the EU and each South Caucasus country 
review reforms, discuss regional security and set future priori-
ties. On the operational side, the EU uses budget support, twin-
ning projects, TAIEX missions, civil-society support and project 
grants to help modernise public administration, justice systems, 
trade-related institutions, and sectors such as energy, transport, 
environment and digital governance. Participation in selected EU 
programmes – for example Erasmus+, Horizon Europe, Creative 
Europe or digital and research initiatives – opens additional chan-
nels for people-to-people contacts, academic and business cooper-
ation, and gradual inclusion in European networks and standards. 
In this way, the relationship is not limited to high politics, but also 
works “from below” through thousands of smaller projects that 
anchor EU practices in local institutions and societies.

Alongside bilateral tracks, the EU engages the South Cauca-
sus through regional and sub-regional initiatives that focus on 
connectivity, infrastructure and common challenges. Within the 
Eastern Partnership, the region is included in plans to extend the 
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Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) to partner countries 
and to develop the “Middle Corridor” linking Europe with the Cas-
pian region and Central Asia via the South Caucasus. Rail and road 
upgrades, ports on the Black Sea and the Caspian, and logistics hubs 
along east–west and north–south axes are supported through EU 
funding, the Global Gateway strategy and cooperation with inter-
national financial institutions. In parallel, the EU promotes digital 
connectivity (for example, secure data routes and regional data 
centres), environmental and climate projects (including support 
for the Green Agenda, energy efficiency and renewable energy), 
and cross-border initiatives in areas such as disaster risk manage-
ment, water management and biodiversity. Taken together, these 
bilateral and regional frameworks make the South Caucasus an 
important test area for the EU’s ability to combine neighbourhood 
policy, connectivity strategy and conflict-sensitive engagement in 
a fragile but strategically located region.

12.3. Conflict-related engagement  
and resilience-building

The EU’s approach to unresolved conflicts and contested terri-
tories in the South Caucasus combines principled positions with 
a cautious, largely civilian toolbox. The Union does not recognise 
changes of borders by force and insists on respect for sovereignty, 
territorial integrity and internationally agreed formats of conflict 
settlement. At the same time, it usually avoids direct security guar-
antees and instead focuses on diplomatic engagement, support for 
mediating structures, and the use of its Special Representative for 
the region. Over time, this has produced a pattern of “conflict-re-
lated engagement” in which the EU seeks to be present on the 
ground, maintain channels of communication with all sides and 
use its economic and normative weight to discourage escalation, 
without taking over the role of existing negotiation formats.

Within this framework, confidence-building and practical coop-
eration across dividing lines are central instruments. The EU sup-
ports projects that bring together people from different commu-
nities, promote dialogue among local leaders, journalists, youth, 
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or professional groups, and improve everyday conditions in con-
flict-affected areas, for example through small socio-economic ini-
tiatives or community infrastructure. Programs under the EU4Dia-
logue umbrella are designed to work on both sides of conflict lines 
and to reach vulnerable groups, thereby building a minimum level 
of trust and reducing the sense of isolation. Civilian monitoring 
and presence on the ground, where politically possible, comple-
ment these efforts by observing the security situation, reporting 
on incidents, and serving as a contact point between local actors 
and international institutions. Such missions help to prevent mis-
understandings, support de-escalation and provide impartial infor-
mation to the EU and its partners.

Resilience-building provides a broader framework that con-
nects conflict-related engagement with long-term governance 
and development agendas. The EU seeks to strengthen state and 
societal resilience by supporting better governance, rule of law, 
human rights protection and independent media, which are seen 
as foundations for peaceful conflict management. Economic diver-
sification and connectivity projects aim to reduce structural vul-
nerabilities, create alternatives to conflict-related economies, and 
give local populations a stake in stable regional cooperation. At the 
same time, the Union invests in societal links with the EU through 
education, mobility, civil society partnerships and youth pro-
grammes, so that conflict-affected societies are not isolated from 
wider European networks. In the security field, growing attention 
is paid to hybrid and cyber threats, critical infrastructure protec-
tion, and crisis response capacities, reflecting the view that resil-
ience is not only about institutions but also about the ability of 
societies to resist and recover from shocks.

12.4. Contemporary challenges and future 
directions of EU policy in the South Caucasus
EU policy in the South Caucasus is shaped by constant pres-

sures from regional powers and by the presence of competing inte-
gration and security projects. Russia, Türkiye and Iran remain key 
hard-security and economic actors, while the United States, China 
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and the EU itself are increasingly active in trade, energy and con-
nectivity. Each of these players promotes its own formats – from 
military alliances and security guarantees to customs unions, trans-
port corridors and energy deals – which do not always fit together. 
For the EU, this means operating in an environment where part-
ner countries try to hedge between different centres of power, and 
where progress in reforms or conflict management can be quickly 
affected by decisions taken in Moscow, Ankara, Tehran or other 
capitals. Competition over corridors such as the Middle Corridor 
and broader connectivity to Central Asia adds another layer, as 
infrastructure choices tend to lock in geopolitical orientations for 
decades.

A second challenge is how to balance differentiation among the 
three South Caucasus states with a coherent regional vision. Geor-
gia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan have different levels of ambition in 
their relations with the EU, different domestic political trajecto-
ries, and different security constraints. Recent debates on a more 
tailored Eastern Partnership approach explicitly call for separate 
tracks for “membership-aspirant” countries like Georgia and for 
other partners such as Armenia and Azerbaijan, which may pre-
fer sectoral integration without a formal accession perspective. At 
the same time, many key problems – connectivity, energy transit, 
environmental risks, cross-border trade, and conflict dynamics – 
are regional by nature. If the EU differentiates too much, it risks 
losing the capacity to promote cooperative solutions across bor-
ders; if it pushes a single regional model, it may ignore domes-
tic realities and push some partners away. Finding the right mix 
between bilateral depth and regional coherence will remain a cen-
tral test for EU policy design.

Looking ahead, several possible scenarios for EU engagement 
can be outlined. One scenario focuses on deeper sectoral integra-
tion: gradual extension of selected parts of the EU internal market 
(for example in digital, energy or transport), stronger participation 
in EU programmes, and a dense web of regulatory and technical 
ties that bind the region closer to the Union even without full mem-
bership for all three states. A second scenario prioritises expanded 
connectivity, making the South Caucasus a core pillar of the EU’s 
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Global Gateway and Middle Corridor strategies, with major invest-
ments in transport, digital and energy infrastructure that link the 
region to both the Black Sea and Central Asia. A third scenario adds 
an enhanced security role, with more robust conflict-monitoring, 
mediation, security sector support and resilience-building against 
hybrid threats, reflecting growing expectations that the EU should 
act as a security provider, not only a donor. Finally, a more pessi-
mistic scenario would see a more limited EU presence, if internal 
crises, enlargement fatigue, or external shocks reduce the Union’s 
attention and resources. In practice, the future is likely to com-
bine elements of these paths. The key question is whether the EU 
can turn its current economic weight and normative appeal into a 
more strategic, long-term engagement that helps the South Cau-
casus move from vulnerability and fragmentation toward greater 
stability, connectivity, and sustainable development.

Questions
1.	 What basic political and security features distinguish Armenia, 

Azerbaijan and Georgia from each other, and what do they have 
in common as a region?

2.	 Why does the South Caucasus occupy an important place in the 
EU’s strategic geography, especially in terms of energy, trade 
and transport?

3.	 How do the legal frameworks of EU relations differ between 
Georgia (AA/DCFTA), Armenia (CEPA) and Azerbaijan (PCA 
and sectoral arrangements)?

4.	 In what ways do EU political dialogue and technical assistance 
contribute to reforms and institution-building in the South 
Caucasus?

5.	 How do regional and sub-regional initiatives on connectivity 
(for example, TEN-T extension, Middle Corridor, digital links) 
complement bilateral cooperation?

6.	 What are the main principles of the EU’s approach to unre-
solved conflicts and contested territories in the South Cauca-
sus?
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7.	 How can confidence-building and dialogue projects support 
stability in conflict-affected societies, even without a final polit-
ical settlement?

8.	 What does “resilience” mean in the context of the South Cauca-
sus, and which EU instruments are used to strengthen it?

9.	 How do pressures from other regional powers and competing 
integration projects complicate EU policy in the South Cauca-
sus?

10.	Which future scenario for EU engagement in the region do you 
consider more likely: deeper sectoral integration, connectivi-
ty-focused engagement, a stronger security role, or a more lim-
ited presence – and why?
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TOPIC 13: EU-MOLDOVA RELATIONS 
13.1.	 Moldova in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood
13.2.	 Evolution of EU–Moldova relations: from cooperation to asso-

ciation and candidate status
13.3.	 Policy frameworks, support instruments and sectoral coopera-

tion
13.4.	 Resilience, conflict dimension and security context
13.5.	 Future of EU–Moldova relations and implications for the region

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand how 
EU–Moldova relations have developed from basic cooperation to 
association and candidate status, how these relations work in prac-
tice through policies and instruments, and what Moldova’s EU 
path means for resilience, security and the wider Eastern neigh-
bourhood.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Describe Moldova’s main political, economic and security 

characteristics in the context of the EU’s Eastern neighbour-
hood.

•	 Outline the key stages in the evolution of EU–Moldova rela-
tions, from the PCA to the Association Agreement/DCFTA 
and candidate status.

•	 Explain the main policy frameworks and instruments the 
EU uses to support reforms and sectoral cooperation in Mol-
dova.

•	 Discuss how the EU addresses resilience, conflict-related 
issues and security challenges, including energy and hybrid 
threats.

•	 Assess the opportunities and risks linked to Moldova’s EU 
membership perspective and its implications for the wider 
region.



172

Key terms

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) – the early 
basic treaty between the EU and Moldova that created a general 
framework for political and economic cooperation.

Association Agreement (AA) – a far-reaching treaty that 
links Moldova more closely to the EU through political association, 
economic integration and legal approximation.

Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) – the 
trade part of the Association Agreement; it opens much of the EU 
market for Moldovan goods and requires Moldova to align many 
trade-related rules to EU standards.

Visa liberalization – the EU decision that allows Moldovan 
citizens with biometric passports to travel for short stays to Schen-
gen countries without a visa.

Macro-financial assistance (MFA) – EU loans and grants that 
help Moldova cover balance-of-payments needs and support eco-
nomic reforms.

Candidate status – formal recognition by the EU that Moldova 
is a potential future member, provided that it fulfils accession con-
ditions.

Transnistrian conflict – the unresolved situation of the 
Transnistrian region on Moldova’s eastern border, which declared 
independence but is not internationally recognised.

Resilience – the ability of Moldova’s state and society to resist, 
adapt to and recover from shocks such as conflicts, energy crises 
or hybrid threats.

Hybrid threats – combined use of tools like disinformation, 
cyberattacks, economic pressure and political interference to dest-
abilise a country.

Reform and Growth Facility for Moldova – a recent EU 
financial support plan that links large-scale assistance with reforms 
and EU integration goals.
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13.1. Moldova in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood
Moldova is a small parliamentary republic between Romania (an 

EU member state) and Ukraine. It has a population of around 2.5–3 
million and a large diaspora living and working in EU countries 
and Russia. The economy is open but fragile: it depends strongly 
on agriculture and food processing, remittances from migrants 
and trade with the EU, which has become Moldova’s main trad-
ing partner. At the same time, it faces structural problems such as 
low productivity, regional inequalities and high levels of poverty 
in rural areas. Politically, Moldova has experienced frequent gov-
ernment changes and strong competition between pro-European 
and pro-Russian forces, which has made reforms sometimes slow 
and inconsistent.

Moldova’s security context is shaped by several vulnerabilities. 
The unresolved Transnistrian issue means that the country has a 
de facto separated territory on its eastern border, with the pres-
ence of foreign troops and a special economic and political regime. 
Historically, Moldova was highly dependent on Russian gas and 
on electricity from power plants in or near this region, which 
increased its exposure to energy crises. The war in neighbouring 
Ukraine has added new pressures, including transit risks, refugee 
flows and hybrid threats such as disinformation and cyberattacks. 
For the EU, Moldova is important as part of the Eastern Partner-
ship, as a neighbour of both Romania and Ukraine, and as a test 
case for whether a small, vulnerable state can successfully follow 
a pro-European reform and integration path under difficult condi-
tions.

13.2. Evolution of EU–Moldova relations: from 
cooperation to association and candidate status
EU–Moldova relations started with a classic cooperation model 

and later moved towards deep association and, most recently, a 
membership perspective. In the 1990s, the legal basis was the Part-
nership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA), which created a gen-
eral framework for political dialogue, trade and sectoral coopera-
tion but did not offer strong economic integration. With the launch 
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of the European Neighbourhood Policy and the Eastern Partner-
ship, Moldova received an Action Plan with reform priorities and 
became one of the “front-runners” among eastern partners, espe-
cially after 2009. Visa liberalisation for short stays in the Schen-
gen area, granted in 2014, was an important symbolic and practical 
step, showing trust in Moldova’s ability to manage borders and 
migration.

The key change came with the EU–Moldova Association Agree-
ment, including a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 
(DCFTA), signed in 2014 and in full force since July 2016. This 
agreement goes far beyond classic free trade: it requires Moldova 
to approximate its laws, standards and procedures to large parts 
of the EU acquis and gradually integrate into parts of the internal 
market. Since 2022, the relationship has moved “beyond associa-
tion”. After Moldova applied for EU membership in March 2022, 
the European Council granted it candidate status on 23 June 2022, 
and accession negotiations were officially opened in June 2024. 
This means that the Association Agreement and DCFTA now serve 
as a roadmap for accession preparations, linking domestic reforms 
directly to a membership horizon.

13.3. Policy frameworks, support instruments and 
sectoral cooperation

Today, EU–Moldova relations are organised around a dense 
institutional architecture. The Association Council, Association 
Committee and numerous subcommittees meet regularly to review 
progress, discuss reforms and set priorities in areas such as trade, 
energy, justice, transport and environment. Parliamentary cooper-
ation and political dialogue at the level of presidents, prime minis-
ters and foreign ministers complement these structures and create 
space to address strategic issues, including security and enlarge-
ment.

The EU supports Moldova through a wide mix of financial and 
technical instruments. These include budget support linked to 
reform conditions, Twinning projects that connect Moldovan pub-
lic institutions with those of EU member states, and TAIEX short-
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term expert missions. Moldova has also been one of the largest 
per-capita recipients of macro-financial assistance (MFA) from the 
EU, especially since 2022, when energy and security shocks hit the 
economy. In parallel, civil society, independent media and local 
authorities receive targeted support to strengthen accountability 
and citizen participation. Key sectoral priorities are justice and 
rule of law (including anti-corruption and judicial reform), public 
administration modernisation, energy security and diversification 
away from Russian sources, connectivity and transport, digital 
transformation, and implementation of the green agenda in line 
with EU climate and environment policies.

13.4. Resilience, conflict dimension  
and security context

Conflict and security questions are a central part of EU–Mol-
dova relations, even if the Union does not provide classic military 
guarantees. The EU supports a peaceful settlement of the Trans-
nistrian issue based on Moldova’s sovereignty and territorial 
integrity and participates in existing negotiation formats. It funds 
confidence-building measures that improve contacts and practical 
cooperation across the Dniester/Nistru River, for example through 
joint projects in trade, community development, infrastructure and 
people-to-people exchanges. These activities seek to reduce ten-
sions, keep communication channels open and make future reinte-
gration more realistic.

In recent years, resilience-building has become a main theme. 
The EU assists Moldova in strengthening rule of law, fighting cor-
ruption, improving public administration and protecting human 
rights, on the assumption that better governance makes the country 
less vulnerable to internal and external shocks. At the same time, 
special attention is given to hybrid threats, disinformation and cyber 
security. New EU-supported missions and initiatives help Moldo-
van authorities develop strategic communication, build cyber-de-
fence capacities and protect critical infrastructure. Energy resilience 
is another priority: the EU has backed emergency measures and a 
medium-term energy strategy to reduce dependence on Russian 
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gas and electricity, connect Moldova more strongly to EU networks 
and support vulnerable consumers. Together, these steps illustrate 
a broad understanding of security, where institutions, economy and 
society must all be able to absorb and recover from crises.

13.5. Future of EU–Moldova relations 
and implications for the region

Looking ahead, the membership perspective defines the stra-
tegic direction of EU–Moldova relations. Accession conditionality 
will require Moldova to continue and deepen reforms in justice, 
public administration, competition policy, environment, agricul-
ture, digital and many other sectors. This process will be demand-
ing: it needs stable political commitment, administrative capacity 
and broad social support. At the same time, the EU itself must be 
ready to absorb a new member state with modest economic size but 
significant reform and security needs, which will affect the Union’s 
budget, cohesion policy and decision-making structures. Debates 
about reform of EU institutions, voting rules and the future of 
enlargement are therefore directly linked to Moldova’s path.

The future also depends on how Moldova manages internal 
and external pressures. Internally, there is a risk of reform fatigue, 
political polarisation and social frustration if living standards do 
not improve quickly enough. Externally, Moldova continues to 
face Russian interference, disinformation and economic pressure, 
as well as spillovers from the war in Ukraine. In this context, EU 
support is both an opportunity and a test: if the Union remains 
engaged, helps deliver visible improvements and stands firmly 
behind Moldova’s sovereignty and European choice, the country 
can become a positive example of successful transformation in the 
Eastern neighbourhood. If support is inconsistent or internal divi-
sions in the EU grow, the process may slow down, creating space 
for alternative influences. For the wider region, Moldova’s trajec-
tory will send a strong signal about the credibility of the EU’s East-
ern policy, its role as a geopolitical actor and the future balance 
between enlargement, resilience-building and security in the EU’s 
eastern neighbourhood.
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Questions
1.	 Why is Moldova considered a strategically important small 

state in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood?
2.	 What were the main steps in the evolution of EU–Moldova rela-

tions from the PCA to the Association Agreement and DCFTA?
3.	 How has the Association Agreement changed Moldova’s obli-

gations and opportunities compared with the earlier coopera-
tion framework?

4.	 What does candidate status mean in practical terms for Moldo-
va’s domestic reforms and for the EU?

5.	 Which EU institutions and bodies manage the day-to-day 
implementation of the Association Agreement with Moldova?

6.	 How do EU financial and technical instruments (budget support, 
Twinning, TAIEX, MFA) help Moldova implement reforms?

7.	 Why is energy security such a central element in EU–Moldova 
cooperation today?

8.	 In what ways does the Transnistrian issue influence Moldova’s 
security and its relations with the EU?

9.	 How does the EU support Moldova’s resilience against hybrid 
threats, disinformation and cyberattacks?

10.	What are the main political and social risks that could slow 
down Moldova’s EU integration process?

11.	How might Moldova’s accession, if successful, affect the EU’s 
budget, institutions and decision-making?

12.	In what sense can Moldova be seen as a “test case” for the EU’s 
Eastern policy and its role as a geopolitical actor?
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TOPIC 14: EU-BELARUS RELATIONS
14.1.	 Belarus in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood
14.2.	 Evolution of EU–Belarus relations: from limited engagement to 

deep crisis
14.3.	 Policy frameworks, restrictive measures and selective engage-

ment
14.4.	 Security, hybrid threats and regional implications
14.5.	 Future of EU–Belarus relations and scenarios for the European 

neighbourhood

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand how 
EU–Belarus relations have moved from cautious, limited engage-
ment to a deep political crisis, how EU policy combines sanctions 
and support for society, and what Belarus’s internal trajectory 
means for regional security, the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood and 
the Union’s role as a geopolitical and normative actor.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Describe the main political, economic and security charac-

teristics of Belarus in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood.
•	 Explain the key stages in the evolution of EU–Belarus rela-

tions, including cycles of sanctions, partial dialogue and the 
break after 2020.

•	 Identify the main EU instruments used towards Belarus 
today: sanctions, suspension of official cooperation, and 
expanded support to civil society and independent media.

•	 Discuss Belarus’s role in regional security, especially its mil-
itary integration with Russia and involvement in the war 
against Ukraine.

•	 Assess different future scenarios for EU–Belarus relations 
and their implications for the wider European order and the 
EU’s Eastern policy.
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Key terms 

Authoritarian regime – a political system where power is 
concentrated in one leader or a small group, elections are not free 
or fair, and opposition and media are strongly controlled.

Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA) – an early 
type of treaty between the EU and partner countries that sets a 
general framework for political and economic cooperation but 
does not include deep integration.

Eastern Partnership (EaP) – the EU’s eastern neighbourhood 
framework that originally included Belarus and aimed to support 
reforms, closer economic ties and people-to-people contacts.

Sanctions / restrictive measures – legal tools used by the 
EU to limit travel, freeze assets or restrict trade and financial links 
with certain individuals, companies or sectors, in response to seri-
ous violations of international norms.

Sectoral sanctions – sanctions that target whole sectors of 
the economy, for example potash, oil products, finance or aviation, 
rather than only individuals.

Hybrid threats – combined use of different pressure tools, 
such as instrumentalisation of migration, disinformation, cyber-
attacks and economic coercion, to weaken another state without 
open war.

Instrumentalisation of migration – deliberate use of 
migrants and asylum seekers by a state to put political or security 
pressure on another state or the EU.

Union State (Russia–Belarus) – a framework of deep politi-
cal, economic and military integration agreed by Russia and Bela-
rus, which gives Moscow strong influence over Belarusian policy.

Belarusian democratic forces in exile – opposition leaders, 
activists, journalists and other Belarusians who left the country 
after repression and now work from abroad for democratic change.

Strategic autonomy (in this context) – the EU’s ability to 
define and implement its own policy towards Belarus and the 
region, balancing values and security interests without simply fol-
lowing other powers.
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14.1. Belarus in the EU’s Eastern neighbourhood
Belarus is a medium-sized country in Eastern Europe, border-

ing three EU member states (Poland, Lithuania, Latvia) and also 
Ukraine and Russia. Politically, it is an authoritarian presidential 
system centred on Alexander Lukashenko, who has been in power 
since 1994. Elections are not considered free or fair, opposition 
parties are severely restricted, and there are many political prison-
ers. Independent media and civil society organisations face strong 
pressure, censorship and legal obstacles, so the political and public 
space is very limited.

The economy is still largely state-controlled, with big state-
owned enterprises in industry, energy and transport. Belarus has 
inherited a relatively developed industrial base and an important 
position in transit, including pipelines, railways and roads linking 
Russia to the EU. At the same time, it is highly dependent on Russia 
for cheap energy, markets and financial support. Russia is Bela-
rus’s main trade partner and strategic ally, and the two countries 
are formally linked through the “Union State” and participation in 
Russian-led security and economic organisations.

From a security point of view, Belarus is important for the EU 
because of its geographic position and its close military integra-
tion with Russia. Since 2022, Belarus has allowed Russian forces 
to use its territory, airspace and infrastructure for the war against 
Ukraine, including the initial attack towards Kyiv and continuing 
missile and drone strikes. Russian troops and equipment are sta-
tioned in Belarus, and plans have been announced to deploy Rus-
sian tactical nuclear weapons there. For the EU and NATO, this 
turns Belarus into both a source of threats and a key part of the 
regional military balance on the eastern flank.

14.2. Evolution of EU–Belarus relations:  
from limited engagement to deep crisis

EU–Belarus relations have never reached the depth of coopera-
tion seen with other Eastern neighbours. A Partnership and Coop-
eration Agreement (PCA) was signed in 1995, but it was never rat-
ified by the EU because of concerns over democracy and human 
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rights in Belarus. Still, Belarus was formally included in the Euro-
pean Neighbourhood Policy and later in the Eastern Partnership, 
with an approach described as “critical engagement”: the EU tried 
to keep some channels open while using political dialogue and lim-
ited sanctions to react to election fraud and repression.

From the mid-2000s to the mid-2010s, relations went through 
several cycles. After particularly harsh crackdowns, the EU intro-
duced targeted sanctions on officials and some economic actors; 
during slightly calmer periods, some sanctions were suspended 
and technical cooperation was resumed in selected areas. A par-
tial thaw came around 2015, when most sanctions were lifted and 
there was modest dialogue on issues like migration and regional 
security. However, the basic political problems inside Belarus were 
never resolved.

The turning point was the 2020 presidential election, widely 
considered fraudulent. Mass protests were met with extreme vio-
lence, thousands of people were arrested, and many opposition fig-
ures, including Sviatlana Tsikhanouskaya, were forced into exile. 
The regime then used migrants to put pressure on EU borders 
in 2021 and, from 2022, actively supported Russia’s war against 
Ukraine by providing territory and infrastructure. In response, the 
EU fundamentally changed its policy: it stopped almost all official 
cooperation with Belarusian state authorities, imposed broad indi-
vidual and sectoral sanctions, and shifted its support directly to 
Belarusian society and democratic forces.

14.3. Policy frameworks, restrictive measures  
and selective engagement

Current EU policy towards Belarus is based on strong restric-
tive measures and only very selective engagement with state struc-
tures. Since 2020, the EU has adopted multiple rounds of sanctions 
against Belarusian officials, judges, security services, propagan-
dists and businesspeople linked to the regime. Sectoral sanctions 
target key export areas such as potash and petroleum products, 
as well as aviation, financial services and certain technologies. In 
addition, there are restrictions linked to Belarus’s role in Russia’s 
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war, including measures on trade and transport. These sanctions 
are regularly renewed and adjusted.

Formal political dialogues at high level have been largely sus-
pended or downgraded. Belarus itself announced the suspension of 
its participation in the Eastern Partnership in 2021. However, the 
EU keeps minimum technical contacts where this is necessary to 
manage shared risks, for example border management with neigh-
bouring member states, nuclear safety related to the Astravets 
nuclear plant, and certain environmental and public-health issues 
that cannot be addressed without some cooperation with Belaru-
sian authorities.

At the same time, the EU has significantly expanded its sup-
port for Belarusian civil society, independent media, human-rights 
defenders, students and academic communities, both inside the 
country and in exile. Assistance includes financial aid to NGOs, 
training, scholarships, support for journalists and media in exile, 
and programmes that help political prisoners and their families. 
EU documents stress that this support is for the Belarusian people, 
not the regime, and that the long-term goal is a free, democratic, 
sovereign Belarus.

14.4. Security, hybrid threats and regional 
implications

Belarus has become a key security actor in the region because 
of its deep military integration with Russia and its role in the war 
against Ukraine. Russian troops have used Belarusian territory as 
a staging ground for attacks, and Belarusian infrastructure is part 
of Russia’s military logistics system. Plans to station Russian tac-
tical nuclear weapons in Belarus further increase concerns about 
escalation and the security of neighbouring EU states. This situa-
tion affects NATO planning on the eastern flank, especially around 
the Suwałki corridor between Poland and Lithuania, which lies 
between Belarus and the Russian exclave of Kaliningrad.

The regime in Minsk has also used hybrid tools against the EU. 
In 2021, Belarusian authorities facilitated the arrival and movement 
of migrants from the Middle East and other regions to the borders 
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with Poland, Lithuania and Latvia, in what the EU described as 
“instrumentalisation of migration” for political purposes. Disinfor-
mation campaigns, hostile media narratives and cyber threats also 
form part of the broader pressure on neighbouring countries and 
on the EU as a whole.

These developments have wider implications for the regional 
security architecture. The absence of meaningful dialogue with 
the Belarusian authorities, their close alignment with Moscow and 
the use of Belarusian territory for military operations undermine 
traditional arms-control and confidence-building arrangements in 
Europe. At the same time, the close connection between Belarus 
and Russia makes it difficult for the EU to design separate security 
policies for each; decisions about sanctions, deterrence, support to 
Ukraine and military posture must consider Belarus as an integral 
part of the wider Russia–Ukraine–NATO puzzle.

14.5. Future of EU–Belarus relations and scenarios 
for the European neighbourhood

Looking ahead, EU–Belarus relations are marked by uncertainty 
and strong contrasts between the regime and society. One scenario 
is continued authoritarian consolidation and deeper subordination 
to Russia. In this case, Belarus would remain heavily sanctioned 
and isolated from European structures, while its territory would be 
used to project Russian power. EU policy would focus on contain-
ment, resilience of neighbouring EU states and continued support 
to Belarusians in exile and inside the country, without expecting 
quick change.

Another scenario, which EU institutions and many Belaru-
sians hope for, is gradual or sudden political change leading to 
democratic transformation. In that case, the EU could activate a 
broad “European offer” for democratic Belarus: economic support, 
market access, visa facilitation, and deeper political and sectoral 
integration, similar to what has been proposed for other Eastern 
partners. Strategic documents already discuss how to coordinate 
donors, design a long-term reform agenda and avoid repeating past 
mistakes in supporting transitions.
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In reality, the future may lie somewhere between these extremes, 
with phases of strong repression and partial openings, internal 
splits within the elite, and continuing external pressure from Rus-
sia. For the EU, Belarus is a test of how to combine normative goals 
(democracy, human rights, rule of law) with the hard realities of 
security and geopolitics. The way the Union manages sanctions, 
support to democratic forces, and coordination with partners like 
the US and the UK will shape not only Belarus’s European future, 
but also the credibility of the EU’s Eastern policy and its self-image 
as a geopolitical actor.

Questions
1.	 Why is Belarus important for the EU’s security and neighbour-

hood policy, despite the very problematic political situation 
inside the country?

2.	 How did EU–Belarus relations evolve from the 1990s until the 
2020 presidential election? Which moments were the main 
turning points?

3.	 What were the main reasons for the EU to refuse ratification of 
the PCA and later to introduce strong sanctions against Belarus?

4.	 How did the 2020 elections, the mass protests and the repres-
sion that followed change the EU’s approach to Belarus?

5.	 In what ways has Belarus supported Russia’s war against 
Ukraine, and how has this influenced EU and NATO security 
thinking?

6.	 What types of sanctions has the EU adopted against Belarus 
since 2020, and which sectors or actors do they target?

7.	 Why has the EU shifted its assistance away from Belarusian 
state authorities and towards civil society, independent media 
and people in exile?

8.	 What is meant by “instrumentalisation of migration” in the EU–
Belarus context, and why is it considered a hybrid threat?

9.	 How do Russian–Belarusian military and nuclear plans affect 
the security of neighbouring EU member states?

10.	What policy options does the EU have if authoritarian rule in 
Belarus continues for a long time?
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11.	What could a “European offer” for a future democratic Belarus 
include, and how might it differ from the current policy?

12.	In what sense are EU–Belarus relations a test of the EU’s credi-
bility as both a normative power and a geopolitical actor?
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PART III: EU-SOUTH. THE EU AND 
SECURITY IN THE SOUTHERN 

NEIGHBOURHOOD
TOPIC 15: SECURITY DYNAMICS OF THE 

SOUTHERN NEIGHBOURHOOD
15.1.	 Mapping the Southern Neighbourhood
15.2.	 Key security challenges and risks
15.3.	 Regional orders and external actors
15.4.	 The EU’s strategic approach to the Southern Neighbourhood

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand the 
Southern Neighbourhood as a key strategic region for the Euro-
pean Union, to analyse its main security challenges and regional 
dynamics, and to explain how the EU builds and adjusts its policies 
towards this complex environment.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Explain how the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood is defined in 

geographical and political terms and identify the main types 
of states and regimes in the region; 

•	 Escribe the key socio-economic features of the Southern 
Neighbourhood, including demographic trends, youth bulge, 
unemployment and inequalities, and discuss how these fac-
tors shape security and migration; 

•	 Analyse the main security risks in the region, such as state 
fragility, armed conflicts, forced displacement, terrorism, 
organised crime and other transnational threats, and show 
how they affect the EU; 

•	 Identify the most important regional and global actors 
involved in the Southern Neighbourhood, explain their 
interests and rivalries, and assess how overlapping regional 
organisations influence the regional order; and 
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•	 Evaluate the evolution of the EU’s strategic approach to the 
South, including the European Neighbourhood Policy, the 
Union for the Mediterranean and the EU Global Strategy, 
with special attention to the tensions between stability, secu-
rity, democracy and human rights and to current debates on 
EU strategic autonomy and comprehensive security.

Key terms

Southern Neighbourhood – the group of countries in North 
Africa and the Middle East that are linked to the EU through geog-
raphy, history, trade and the European Neighbourhood Policy.

State fragility – a situation where state institutions are too 
weak to provide basic services, security and rule of law to the pop-
ulation in a stable and predictable way.

Youth bulge – a demographic situation where a very large 
share of the population is young (usually under 25–30 years old), 
creating both opportunities and strong pressure on education, jobs 
and housing.

Forced displacement and refugee movements – the move-
ment of people who must leave their homes or countries because of 
war, persecution or serious human rights violations and who seek 
protection elsewhere.

Transnational threats – security problems that cross borders 
and cannot be solved by one state alone, such as terrorism, organ-
ised crime, trafficking, and energy or maritime insecurity.

Regional powers – influential states in the wider Middle East 
and North Africa, such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, Türkiye, Iran or Israel, that shape politics and security 
beyond their own borders.

Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) – a multilateral plat-
form that brings together EU member states and Southern and 
Eastern Mediterranean countries to promote regional dialogue and 
concrete cooperation projects.

Strategic autonomy – the EU’s ambition to be able to act 
more independently in foreign and security policy by using its own 
political, military and economic capacities, especially in its neigh-
bourhood.
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Comprehensive security – an approach that connects tradi-
tional military security with economic, social, environmental and 
human security, and combines different EU instruments in an inte-
grated way.

15.1. Mapping the Southern Neighbourhood
The Southern Neighbourhood of the European Union usually 

refers to the group of countries in North Africa and the Middle 
East that are directly connected to the EU through the Mediter-
ranean Sea and through EU neighbourhood policies. This space 
includes, in particular, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya and Egypt 
in North Africa, as well as countries on the eastern Mediterranean 
such as Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Israel and the Palestinian territo-
ries. In some EU documents and debates, this geographical notion 
also extends, at least functionally, towards parts of the Gulf region 
when questions of energy, security or migration are discussed. 
What unites these states from the EU perspective is not only their 
location “across the sea”, but also their strong links with Europe in 
terms of trade, energy flows, migration, historical ties and security 
interdependence. At the same time, the region is internally very 
diverse in terms of size, natural resources, level of development 
and political systems, which makes the Southern Neighbourhood a 
complex and heterogeneous strategic environment for EU action.

Within this geographical space, we can identify several main 
types of states and political regimes. First, there are constitutional 
or traditional monarchies, such as Morocco and Jordan, where a 
king plays a central role in the political system and often holds 
important executive and religious authority. Second, there are 
republican regimes, for example in Egypt or, before the civil war, 
in Syria, usually built around a strong presidency, powerful secu-
rity institutions and ruling parties or elites. In many cases, these 
republics have limited political pluralism and only partially com-
petitive elections, so they are often described as “authoritarian” or 
“hybrid” regimes rather than fully consolidated democracies. Third, 
some countries in the Southern Neighbourhood can be described 
as fragile or conflict-affected states, such as Libya and Syria in the 
last decade. In these cases, the central government does not fully 
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control the national territory, state institutions are weak or frag-
mented, and non-state armed groups play a major role in politics 
and security. Across all these regime types, formal constitutional 
rules often coexist with informal networks of power, patronage 
systems and a significant role of security services, which influences 
how reforms are designed and how external partners, including 
the EU, can operate.

The socio-economic background of the Southern Neighbour-
hood is another key element for understanding the region and its 
relationship with the European Union. Most countries face rapid 
population growth and a pronounced “youth bulge”, meaning 
that a very large share of the population is under 30 years old. 
This young population is a potential source of dynamism, innova-
tion and growth, but it also creates strong pressure on education 
systems, labour markets, housing and public services. Structural 
unemployment, and especially youth unemployment, is high in 
many states, and even educated young people often struggle to find 
stable and well-paid jobs. As a result, informal employment, tem-
porary work and migration (both within the region and towards 
Europe or the Gulf) become important survival and mobility strat-
egies for many families. At the same time, deep inequalities exist 
between rich and poor, between urban centres and rural or periph-
eral areas, and between different social groups, including gender 
gaps in labour market participation and access to resources. These 
socio-economic imbalances interact with political grievances and 
feelings of exclusion, and they have been visible in episodes of 
social protest and instability, from the Arab uprisings of 2010–2011 
to more recent demonstrations. For the EU, these demographic and 
economic trends are central to thinking about security, develop-
ment cooperation, migration management and long-term stability 
in its Southern Neighbourhood.

15.2. Key security challenges and risks
The security environment in the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood 

is shaped by a combination of internal weaknesses and cross-bor-
der dynamics. One central problem is state fragility, which means 
that public institutions are often too weak to provide basic ser-
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vices, guarantee security or implement policies in an effective and 
predictable way. In several countries, administrative capacity is 
limited, corruption is widespread, and the justice system does not 
function independently. These governance problems lead to rule-
of-law deficits: citizens do not always trust the courts or the police, 
and legal norms are not applied equally to all. As a result, peo-
ple often rely on informal networks, local power brokers or even 
armed groups instead of the state. For the European Union, this fra-
gility makes cooperation more difficult, because agreements made 
at the central level are not always implemented on the ground and 
reforms can easily be blocked by vested interests.

A second group of security challenges is linked to armed con-
flicts, civil wars and their regional spillovers. In recent decades, 
parts of the Southern Neighbourhood have experienced large-scale 
violence, state collapse and complex civil wars, as seen for example 
in Syria or Libya. These conflicts rarely stay within one country’s 
borders. They create flows of weapons, fighters and illicit goods 
across frontiers and can destabilise neighbouring states that are 
already fragile. Refugees and internally displaced persons need 
protection and resources; at the same time, the presence of armed 
non-state actors, militias and foreign military interventions intro-
duces additional layers of risk. Borders become more difficult to 
control, and traditional diplomatic tools are less effective when 
there is no single legitimate authority to negotiate with. This sit-
uation increases uncertainty for the EU, which must manage both 
direct security threats and the indirect effects of instability very 
close to its own territory.

Migration, forced displacement and refugee movements form 
another key dimension of security and human security in the 
Southern Neighbourhood. Conflicts, repression, lack of economic 
opportunities and environmental stress push many people to leave 
their homes, either moving within their own country, crossing into 
neighbouring states or trying to reach Europe. The region hosts 
large numbers of refugees and migrants, which puts pressure on 
local communities, public services and labour markets. At the same 
time, irregular migration routes across the Mediterranean, through 
the Sahara Desert or via the Eastern Mediterranean are dangerous 
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and often controlled by smugglers and criminal networks. For the 
EU, these movements raise humanitarian and political questions: 
how to protect people in need, how to support host countries in 
the region, and how to manage irregular arrivals at its own bor-
ders while respecting international and European law. Migration 
thus becomes both a shared challenge and a sensitive issue in EU–
Southern Neighbourhood relations.

Finally, the Southern Neighbourhood is affected by a series of 
transnational threats that cross borders and link security in the 
region with security inside the European Union. Terrorism remains 
a concern, with extremist organisations recruiting, financing and 
planning attacks through networks that may operate across sev-
eral countries. Organised crime and trafficking – including drugs, 
weapons, people and illicit goods – use weak border controls and 
corrupt officials to expand their activities. These criminal econo-
mies often finance armed groups and undermine state authority. 
Energy and maritime security are also crucial: the region is an 
important source and transit corridor for oil and gas, and key ship-
ping lanes in the Mediterranean and adjacent seas are essential 
for global trade. Disruptions caused by conflict, piracy, blockades 
or sabotage can therefore have immediate economic and security 
consequences for both the Southern Neighbourhood and the EU. 
Taken together, these factors create a complex web of risks, where 
domestic instability and regional tensions interact with global 
security challenges and require a coordinated response.

15.3. Regional orders and external actors
The Southern Neighbourhood is not only a space of relations 

between the European Union and its southern partners, but also 
a crowded arena where many regional powers pursue their own 
interests and compete for influence. Gulf states such as Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates are important actors 
because of their financial resources, media networks and reli-
gious-soft power. They support different political and religious 
groups, invest in infrastructure and energy projects, and some-
times take military action, as in Yemen or Libya. Türkiye has also 
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become a key regional player, combining its NATO membership 
and EU candidate status with an active military and diplomatic 
presence in Syria, Libya and the Eastern Mediterranean. Iran pro-
jects influence through allied groups and networks in Syria, Leb-
anon and elsewhere, while Israel is a central security actor in the 
Levant, with advanced military capabilities and specific security 
concerns connected to its conflict environment. Rivalries and shift-
ing coalitions among these regional powers shape local conflicts, 
peace processes and economic relations, and they can either rein-
force or undermine EU policies in the region.

Alongside regional powers, several global actors are deeply 
engaged in the Southern Neighbourhood. The United States has 
traditionally been a major security and diplomatic actor, particu-
larly in relation to the Arab–Israeli conflict, energy security and 
counterterrorism. Russia has re-emerged as an important military 
and political actor, especially through its intervention in the Syr-
ian war and its growing arms sales and energy cooperation with 
several countries in the region. China is increasingly present as 
an economic partner, focusing on infrastructure, trade and invest-
ment within the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative; it usu-
ally avoids direct involvement in local conflicts but gains influence 
through long-term economic ties. Other actors, such as the United 
Kingdom, individual EU member states, and international finan-
cial institutions, also play non-negligible roles. For the European 
Union, this dense presence of global powers creates both opportu-
nities for cooperation and risks of competition, as external agendas 
are not always compatible with EU goals of stability, human rights 
and multilateral governance.

The regional order of the Southern Neighbourhood is further 
complicated by a variety of overlapping organisations, alliances 
and cooperation frameworks. Traditional structures such as the 
Arab League and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) provide 
forums for consultation and, in some cases, joint action among 
Arab and Gulf states, though internal divisions often limit their 
effectiveness. The African Union links North African states with 
sub-Saharan Africa and develops its own approaches to peace and 
security on the continent. In addition, there are sub-regional and 
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cross-regional initiatives like the Union for the Mediterranean, the 
5+5 Dialogue in the Western Mediterranean, and various ad hoc 
coalitions for specific conflicts or issues. These multiple and some-
times competing frameworks create a complex institutional land-
scape, in which mandates overlap and coordination is often weak. 
For the EU, understanding how these structures interact, and iden-
tifying where they can be partners or obstacles, is essential for 
designing coherent policies towards the Southern Neighbourhood 
and for promoting a more stable and rules-based regional order.

15.4. The EU’s strategic approach  
to the Southern Neighbourhood

The European Union’s strategic approach to the Southern 
Neighbourhood has developed through several key policy frame-
works and narratives. The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), 
launched in the early 2000s, aims to create a “ring of friends” around 
the EU by offering partner countries closer political association 
and economic integration in exchange for reforms. In the South, 
ENP action plans and partnership priorities set out goals in areas 
such as governance, economic development, mobility and security. 
In parallel, the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), established in 
2008, provides a multilateral framework that brings together EU 
member states and Southern partners for dialogue and for concrete 
regional projects, for example in infrastructure, environment, edu-
cation and youth. Later, the EU Global Strategy, presented in 2016, 
reframed the Mediterranean and the Southern Neighbourhood 
within a broader vision of “principled pragmatism”, resilience and 
integrated security, underlining that the stability and prosperity of 
neighbouring regions are directly linked to the security of EU cit-
izens. Together, these frameworks form the main reference points 
for EU policy, even if their implementation has often been uneven 
and adapted to changing regional realities.

At the heart of the EU’s approach lies a constant tension between 
different policy objectives: stability and security on the one hand, 
and democracy, human rights and the rule of law on the other. 
Officially, the EU promotes values such as political pluralism, fun-
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damental freedoms and accountable institutions, and it links finan-
cial assistance and closer market access to progress in these areas. 
In practice, however, the Union has sometimes prioritised cooper-
ation with authoritarian or semi-authoritarian governments when 
this seemed necessary for short-term stability, counter-terrorism, 
migration control or energy supplies. This has created a “stabil-
ity versus democracy” dilemma: supporting existing regimes may 
reduce immediate risks of chaos or conflict, but it can also rein-
force patterns of repression and exclusion that later generate pro-
tests, radicalisation and new waves of instability. Critics argue that 
the EU has not always applied its conditionality consistently and 
that it has sometimes accepted “façade reforms” in exchange for 
cooperation on security and migration. As a result, the credibility 
of EU normative power in the Southern Neighbourhood has been 
questioned, and local actors may perceive a gap between European 
rhetoric and actual practice.

Debates on “strategic autonomy” and comprehensive secu-
rity inside the EU have given a new dimension to the Southern 
Neighbourhood in recent years. Strategic autonomy refers to the 
Union’s ambition to be able to act more independently in the 
world, especially in its immediate neighbourhood, by relying less 
on other powers and by strengthening its own diplomatic, mili-
tary, economic and technological capacities. From this perspective, 
the South is seen not only as an area where the EU tries to export 
norms and support development, but also as a critical space for 
its own security, energy diversification, migration management 
and resilience against external interference. Comprehensive secu-
rity means that the EU tries to connect military and hard security 
measures with civilian instruments, development cooperation, cli-
mate and energy policies, and support for inclusive governance 
and human rights. In the Southern Neighbourhood, this translates 
into attempts to combine conflict prevention, crisis management 
and border management with long-term investments in societies 
and economies. However, the effectiveness of this comprehensive 
approach depends on the EU’s ability to coordinate its instruments, 
maintain internal unity among member states, and balance the 
different – and sometimes conflicting – priorities that shape its 
engagement with this complex and strategically important region.
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Questions
1.	 How is the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood usually defined in 

geographical terms, and which sub-regions does it include?
2.	 What are the main types of political regimes found in the South-

ern Neighbourhood, and how do they differ from each other?
3.	 In what ways do state fragility and rule-of-law deficits affect 

the capacity of governments in the Southern Neighbourhood to 
provide security and public services?

4.	 How have armed conflicts and civil wars in countries such as 
Syria or Libya produced cross-border spillover effects for neigh-
bouring states and for the EU?

5.	 What is meant by the term “youth bulge”, and why is it a par-
ticularly important demographic feature of the Southern Neigh-
bourhood?

6.	 How do high levels of unemployment and socio-economic ine-
qualities contribute to social tensions and political instability in 
the region?

7.	 In what ways are migration, forced displacement and refugee 
movements linked to both human security and traditional state 
security concerns in the Southern Neighbourhood?

8.	 How do transnational threats such as terrorism, organised crime 
and trafficking connect security developments in the Southern 
Neighbourhood with internal security debates inside the EU?

9.	 What roles do regional powers such as the Gulf states, Tür-
kiye, Iran and Israel play in shaping conflicts and alliances in 
the Southern Neighbourhood?

10.	How have global actors like the United States, Russia and China 
sought to advance their interests in the Southern Neighbour-
hood, and how does this affect the EU’s room for manoeuvre?

11.	Why is the institutional landscape of the region described as 
“overlapping”, and which regional organisations and initiatives 
illustrate this complexity?

12.	How do the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and the 
Union for the Mediterranean complement each other in struc-
turing the EU’s relations with Southern partners?
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13.	In what ways does the EU Global Strategy reinterpret the South-
ern Neighbourhood within the broader concepts of resilience 
and integrated security?

14.	How does the EU experience tensions between its goals of sta-
bility and security, and its commitment to democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law in the Southern Neighbourhood?

15.	What is meant by “strategic autonomy” in the EU context, and 
why is the Southern Neighbourhood a key testing ground for 
the EU’s ambition to develop a comprehensive and autonomous 
security role?
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TOPIC 16: CONFLICTS OF THE REGION  
AND THE EU’S OPERATIONAL ROLE

16.1.	 Typology of conflicts in the Southern Neighbourhood
16.2.	 The EU as a conflict manager: mandates and tools
16.3.	 Cooperation and division of labour with other actors
16.4.	 Effectiveness, constraints and lessons learned

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to provide students with a struc-
tured understanding of how different types of conflicts in the EU’s 
Southern Neighbourhood emerge and evolve, and how the Euro-
pean Union responds to them as a conflict manager. The topic aims 
to connect the typology of conflicts in the region with the EU’s 
mandates, tools and patterns of cooperation with other actors, and 
to encourage a critical assessment of the effectiveness, limitations 
and lessons learned from EU operational engagement.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Describe the main types of conflicts in the Southern Neigh-

bourhood, including interstate conflicts, civil wars, proxy con-
frontations, frozen and low-intensity conflicts, and explain 
their humanitarian and regional spillover effects; outline the 
EU’s main conflict-management instruments, such as dip-
lomatic engagement, Common Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP) missions and operations, and the use of sanctions, 
arms embargoes and other restrictive measures; 

•	 Analyse how the EU cooperates and divides tasks with other 
international and regional actors, including the UN, NATO, 
the OSCE, the African Union and different regional organi-
sations, and how member states and EU institutions interact 
in this field; 

•	 Identify the main political and operational constraints that 
limit the EU’s effectiveness, such as internal divisions, man-
date limitations, host-state consent, resource gaps, risk-aver-
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sion and unclear exit strategies; and evaluate key lessons 
for future EU engagements, with particular attention to the 
need for an integrated approach, prevention, resilience and 
local ownership in the design of conflict-management strat-
egies.

Key terms

Typology of conflicts – a structured classification of conflicts 
(for example, interstate, civil wars, proxy wars, frozen and low-in-
tensity conflicts) that helps to compare cases and choose appropri-
ate policy tools.

Frozen conflict – a situation where large-scale fighting has 
stopped without a comprehensive political settlement, leaving 
unresolved tensions and a constant risk of renewed violence.

Spillover effects – negative consequences of a conflict that 
cross borders, such as flows of refugees, weapons, fighters, radical-
isation or economic disruption, affecting neighbouring states and 
regions.

Civilian mission – a non-military CSDP operation focused on 
areas such as police reform, rule of law, border management or 
security-sector reform, aimed at strengthening state institutions 
and governance.

Host-state consent – the agreement of the government of the 
country where a mission operates, usually required for the deploy-
ment and functioning of EU civilian and military operations.

Local ownership – the principle that conflict-management 
and peacebuilding efforts should be led and supported by local 
actors, so that reforms and solutions are legitimate, context-sensi-
tive and sustainable.

Resilience – the capacity of states and societies to withstand 
shocks, adapt and recover from crises and conflicts without col-
lapsing into violence or systemic breakdown.
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16.1. Typology of conflicts  
in the Southern Neighbourhood

Conflicts in the Southern Neighbourhood are diverse in form 
and intensity, but certain patterns can be identified. First, there 
are traditional interstate conflicts, where tensions arise between 
sovereign states over borders, resources or political recognition. 
Although large-scale classic wars between states have become 
less frequent, unresolved border disputes and military incidents 
continue to influence security calculations. Much more common 
are civil wars and internal armed conflicts, in which state author-
ities fight against opposition groups, rebel movements or armed 
organisations that challenge the existing regime. In many cases, 
these internal conflicts are transformed into “proxy” confronta-
tions, where regional and global powers support different sides 
with money, weapons, advisers or direct military involvement. As 
a result, local struggles for power are closely connected to wider 
geopolitical rivalries and become more difficult to resolve.

Another important feature of the region is the presence of fro-
zen, recurrent and low-intensity conflicts. Frozen conflicts are sit-
uations where open large-scale fighting has stopped, often after a 
ceasefire or informal arrangement, but no comprehensive political 
settlement has been reached. Violence is temporarily reduced, yet 
the root causes remain unresolved and the risk of renewed esca-
lation persists. Recurrent conflicts are those that return in cycles: 
periods of relative calm are regularly interrupted by new waves 
of fighting, demonstrations or repression. Low-intensity conflicts 
may not reach the level of full civil war, but they involve frequent 
clashes, terrorist attacks, small-scale violence and structural inse-
curity that affect everyday life. In all these cases, the absence of a 
clear peace agreement and the weakness of institutions mean that 
societies live under constant uncertainty, which undermines devel-
opment and trust in the future.

The humanitarian consequences of these conflict patterns are 
profound and long-lasting. Civilian populations often bear the 
brunt of fighting through deaths, injuries, destruction of infrastruc-
ture, disruption of health and education systems and the collapse 
of local economies. Large numbers of people are forced to flee their 
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homes, creating waves of internally displaced persons and refu-
gees both within the region and beyond. Regional spillover effects 
are visible in many areas: neighbouring states face sudden popula-
tion movements, pressure on public services and labour markets, 
and growing security risks related to arms flows, radicalisation and 
cross-border crime. For the European Union, these humanitarian 
and regional consequences are not distant problems; they directly 
affect EU migration policy, border management, humanitarian aid 
and security planning. Understanding the typology of conflicts 
in the Southern Neighbourhood is therefore essential for design-
ing realistic strategies of conflict prevention, crisis response and 
post-conflict reconstruction.

16.2. The EU as a conflict manager:  
mandates and tools

The European Union acts as a conflict manager in the Southern 
Neighbourhood through a combination of diplomatic, security and 
economic instruments. In the diplomatic field, the EU engages in 
mediation and dialogue with conflict parties, often in close coop-
eration with the United Nations and regional organisations. The 
High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and 
the European External Action Service play a central role in this 
work, supported by EU Special Representatives who focus on 
specific regions or conflicts. These representatives help to main-
tain political channels of communication, facilitate negotiations, 
encourage ceasefires and support the implementation of peace 
agreements. In many cases, the EU does not replace UN-led pro-
cesses but strengthens them by providing political backing, tech-
nical expertise and financial support to peace talks, monitoring 
mechanisms and confidence-building measures.

A second important set of instruments is linked to the Common 
Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). Through CSDP, the EU can 
deploy civilian missions and military operations in its neighbour-
hood, if there is a legal mandate and agreement with the host coun-
try. Civilian missions focus on areas such as police reform, rule-
of-law support, border management and security-sector reform, 
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aiming to strengthen state institutions and make them more 
accountable and effective. Military operations may contribute to 
stabilisation, maritime security, anti-piracy or the monitoring of 
ceasefires and arms embargoes. These missions and operations are 
usually limited in size and time, but they send a clear signal of EU 
engagement and can help create basic conditions for political dia-
logue and long-term reconstruction. Coordination with member 
states, NATO and other partners is crucial to avoid duplication and 
to increase the impact of EU action on the ground.

The EU also uses economic and legal tools as part of its con-
flict-management strategy, including sanctions, arms embargoes 
and other restrictive measures. Sanctions can target individuals, 
companies or sectors that are responsible for serious human rights 
violations, destabilising activities or the obstruction of peace pro-
cesses. Measures may include travel bans, asset freezes, restric-
tions on financial transactions or limits on trade in certain goods. 
Arms embargoes seek to reduce the flow of weapons into conflict 
zones and to signal that the international community does not 
accept continued violence. While sanctions and embargoes are not 
a solution by themselves, they can increase the cost of aggressive 
behaviour, put pressure on elites to negotiate, and show solidarity 
with victims of conflict. Their effectiveness, however, depends on 
consistent implementation by all EU member states and on coordi-
nation with other international actors, so that targeted actors can-
not easily find alternative sources of support.

16.3. Cooperation and division  
of labour with other actors

The European Union rarely acts alone in conflict management 
in the Southern Neighbourhood. Instead, it usually works together 
with other international and regional organisations and tries to 
build a division of labour that uses the comparative advantages of 
each actor. The United Nations remains the main source of politi-
cal legitimacy and legal mandates for peace operations and media-
tion efforts. In many conflicts, the EU supports UN special envoys 
and UN missions with funding, expertise and diplomatic backing. 
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NATO plays a role when hard security and defence questions are 
central, for example in maritime security or in supporting partner 
countries’ defence reforms; here, the EU and NATO are encouraged 
to cooperate closely, especially when the same European states 
are members of both organisations. The Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), although mainly focused on 
Europe and Eurasia, also contributes to broader security debates 
and norms that are relevant for the Mediterranean area. The Afri-
can Union and sub-regional organisations in Africa are important 
partners in North African crisis situations, where African-led polit-
ical and military initiatives can be supported financially and tech-
nically by the EU. In this dense institutional environment, the EU 
often positions itself as a provider of resources, norms and long-
term engagement, complementing the more traditional security 
roles of other actors.

Inside the EU itself, conflict management reflects a complex 
relationship between member states and EU institutions. Mem-
ber states keep their own foreign and security policies, embassies 
and military capacities, and they sometimes launch national or ad 
hoc coalition initiatives in the Southern Neighbourhood. At the 
same time, EU institutions – especially the High Representative, 
the European External Action Service and the European Commis-
sion – try to provide a common framework, a shared analysis and 
joint instruments such as CSDP missions, sanctions and financial 
assistance. When coordination works well, the EU can combine the 
political weight and military assets of its member states with the 
long-term programs, funding and technical tools managed at the 
EU level. This creates synergies and increases the Union’s visibil-
ity and credibility as a conflict manager. However, differences in 
national interests, historical ties or threat perceptions often make it 
difficult to agree on a single line. In some crises, individual member 
states act first and only later seek EU support, which can produce 
overlapping initiatives or mixed messages to local partners.

These internal and external coordination dynamics are closely 
linked to the structural limits of EU hard power. Unlike a tradi-
tional great power, the European Union has only limited military 
capabilities under its direct control and depends on the willingness 
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of member states to provide troops, assets and political backing for 
any robust operation. As a result, the EU usually avoids large-scale 
combat missions and focuses instead on civilian crisis management 
and on supporting others’ hard-security efforts. Its main strengths 
lie in areas such as rule-of-law support, security-sector reform, bor-
der management, training, monitoring and institution-building, as 
well as in the use of financial tools, trade policy and development 
assistance. The EU can offer significant funds for reconstruction, 
governance reforms and socio-economic stabilisation, and it can 
use conditionality to encourage conflict parties and governments 
to adopt certain policies. This model of power, which combines 
normative influence, economic incentives and civilian missions, 
gives the EU a distinctive profile as a conflict manager, but it also 
means that its impact depends heavily on cooperation with actors 
that possess stronger military capabilities and on the long-term 
consistency of its engagement in the Southern Neighbourhood.

16.4. Effectiveness, constraints  
and lessons learned

The effectiveness of the EU as a conflict manager in the South-
ern Neighbourhood is shaped by several political constraints. One 
major limitation comes from internal divisions among member 
states, which do not always share the same priorities, risk percep-
tions or historical ties to the region. These differences can slow 
down decision-making, weaken the mandate of EU missions or 
produce compromises that are vague and difficult to implement. A 
second political constraint is the legal and institutional framework 
under which the EU operates. Mandates for CSDP missions, sanc-
tions or financial instruments are often carefully negotiated, with 
strict limits on tasks, duration and use of force. This can protect 
the EU from overstretch, but it can also reduce its ability to react 
quickly to sudden escalation. Finally, EU action depends on host-
state consent: civilian missions and most forms of political engage-
ment require at least minimal cooperation from the government 
on the ground. When local authorities are divided, illegitimate or 
uninterested in reform, the EU’s room for manoeuvre becomes very 
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narrow and its instruments risk being used to strengthen existing 
power structures rather than to transform them.

Operational challenges further affect how EU tools work in 
practice. On the resource side, the Union has significant financial 
means but limited military assets directly at its disposal and often 
struggles to mobilise specialised personnel for civilian missions. 
Capabilities such as strategic airlift, intelligence or robust force pro-
tection depend heavily on a few member states and are not always 
available. Risk-aversion is another important factor: EU institutions 
and governments are generally cautious about taking on high-risk 
operations with unclear outcomes, which leads to mandates that 
focus on training, monitoring and support rather than on direct 
stabilisation under dangerous conditions. Exit strategies also pose 
a problem; missions are sometimes launched without a clear vision 
of how and when they should end, which can create pressure to 
“declare success” and withdraw before local institutions are truly 
resilient, or, on the contrary, to continue small-scale engagement 
for many years with limited impact. These operational constraints 
remind us that the EU’s capacity to manage conflicts is real but not 
unlimited.

Despite these limitations, several lessons can be drawn for 
future engagements. First, experience shows the importance of an 
integrated approach that connects diplomacy, security instruments, 
development cooperation, humanitarian aid and migration policy, 
instead of treating them as separate agendas. When EU institutions 
and member states coordinate better, they can create more coher-
ent incentives for local actors and avoid sending contradictory 
signals. Second, there is a growing recognition that prevention is 
more effective and less costly than late crisis response. Investing 
in early warning, mediation, inclusive governance, socio-economic 
opportunities and human rights can reduce the risk of violent esca-
lation and forced displacement. Third, the concept of resilience has 
become central: rather than promising quick “solutions”, EU poli-
cies aim to strengthen the capacity of states and societies to absorb 
shocks, adapt and recover. Finally, the EU has learned that local 
ownership is essential. Conflict-management efforts are more sus-
tainable when they are designed with, and not just for, local actors, 
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when they respect local priorities and when they empower legit-
imate institutions and civil society. For the Southern Neighbour-
hood, these lessons point towards a long-term, patient engagement 
that balances ambition with realism and combines European inter-
ests with a genuine commitment to human security in the region.

Questions
1.	 How can we define the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood, and why 

is this region strategically important for the EU?
2.	 What are the main types of conflicts present in the Southern 

Neighbourhood (interstate, civil wars, proxy wars), and how do 
they differ?

3.	 In what ways do frozen and recurrent conflicts create long-term 
instability in the region?

4.	 How do low-intensity conflicts affect everyday life, develop-
ment and trust in public institutions?

5.	 What are the main humanitarian consequences of armed con-
flicts and state collapse in the Southern Neighbourhood?

6.	 How do conflicts in countries like Syria or Libya generate 
regional spillover effects for neighbouring states and for the EU?

7.	 Which diplomatic tools does the EU use as a conflict manager 
(mediation, special representatives, support for UN processes)?

8.	 What is the role of CSDP civilian missions in supporting police, 
justice and border management in the Southern Neighbour-
hood?

9.	 Under what conditions does the EU decide to launch military 
CSDP operations, and what are their typical tasks?

10.	How do sanctions, arms embargoes and other restrictive meas-
ures function as instruments of conflict management, and what 
are their limits?

11.	Why is cooperation with other actors such as the UN, NATO, 
the African Union and regional organisations essential for EU 
conflict management?

12.	How do differences between EU member states’ national poli-
cies and EU-level initiatives affect the coherence of EU action in 
the region?
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13.	In what ways do limited hard-power capabilities push the EU to 
rely on civilian crisis management and financial tools?

14.	What political and operational constraints (internal divisions, 
risk-aversion, host-state consent) reduce the effectiveness of EU 
conflict-management efforts?

15.	Which key lessons for future engagements can be drawn 
regarding prevention, resilience, integrated approaches and 
local ownership in the Southern Neighbourhood?

Bibliography
1.	 European External Action Service. (2016). Shared Vision, Common 

Action: A Stronger Europe. A Global Strategy for the European 
Union’s Foreign and Security Policy. Brussels. Available at: https://
www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf 

2.	 EEAS. (n.d.). Missions and Operations under the Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP). Available at: https://www.eeas.europa.eu/
eeas/missions-and-operations_en 

3.	 Del Sarto, R. A. (2021). Borderlands: Europe and the Mediterranean 
Middle East. Oxford: Oxford University Press. (Open access): https://
library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/50258 

4.	 Koenig, N., & Walter, F. (Eds.). (2021). The EU as a Maritime Security 
Actor in the Mediterranean. Baden-Baden: Nomos. PDF: https://www.
nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/9783845295916.pdf

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/eugs_review_web_0.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/missions-and-operations_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/missions-and-operations_en
https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/50258
https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/50258
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/9783845295916.pdf
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/10.5771/9783845295916.pdf


208

TOPIC 17: THE EU  
AND THE ARAB–ISRAEL CONFLICT

17.1.	 Historical background and basic parameters of the conflict
17.2.	 Evolution of EU positions and policies
17.3.	 Instruments of EU engagement
17.4.	 Challenges and controversies for EU policy

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to provide students with a clear 
understanding of how the Arab–Israel and Israeli–Palestinian con-
flicts have developed in their basic political and legal dimensions, 
and how the European Union has built its positions, instruments 
and dilemmas in relation to these conflicts. The topic aims to con-
nect the main conflict issues on the ground with the evolution of 
EU policy, so that students can critically assess both the potential 
and the limits of EU engagement.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Explain in simple but precise terms the difference between 

the wider Arab–Israel conflict and the specifically Israeli–
Palestinian conflict; 

•	 Identify and describe the main core issues of the conflict, 
including borders, Jerusalem, settlements, refugees, security 
and mutual recognition; 

•	 Summarise the main international legal and diplomatic frame-
works, in particular key UN resolutions and the Oslo process, 
and indicate how they structure current negotiations; 

•	 Outline the evolution of EU positions from the Venice Dec-
laration to the present consensus on a two-state solution, 
and show how international law, human rights and human-
itarian law shape EU discourse; 

•	 Describe the main instruments of EU engagement, including 
political dialogue, economic and financial tools, and partici-
pation in multilateral formats such as the Quartet; and 
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•	 Critically discuss the main challenges and controversies for 
EU policy, including internal divisions, the balance between 
security and human rights, the impact of repeated cycles of 
violence and the debates on future options for EU action.

Key terms 

Arab–Israel conflict – the broader historical confrontation 
between Israel and several Arab states, including wars, crises and 
gradual shifts towards peace treaties and normalisation.

Israeli–Palestinian conflict – the core conflict between Israe-
lis and Palestinians over land, statehood, sovereignty and rights in 
the same territory.

Core issues / final status issues – the key questions that must 
be resolved in a peace agreement: borders, the status of Jerusalem, 
settlements, refugees, security arrangements and mutual recogni-
tion.

Two-state solution – the idea that peace should be based on 
two states, Israel and an independent Palestinian state, living side 
by side in peace and security with agreed borders.

UN resolutions – decisions adopted by UN bodies (especially 
the Security Council and General Assembly) that set legal and 
political parameters for the conflict, including principles such as 
non-acquisition of territory by force and a just solution for refu-
gees.

Oslo process – the series of agreements starting in the early 
1990s between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO), which created the Palestinian Authority and introduced a 
step-by-step approach towards a possible final settlement.

Differentiation – the EU practice of treating Israel within 
its internationally recognised pre-1967 borders differently from 
the territories occupied since 1967, limiting the application of EU 
agreements and benefits to Israel proper.

Normative basis of EU policy – the use of international law, 
human rights and international humanitarian law as the main ref-
erence points for EU positions, statements and instruments in the 
conflict.
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17.1. Historical background  
and basic parameters of the conflict

The Arab–Israel conflict and the Israeli–Palestinian conflict 
are closely connected but not identical. The broader Arab–Israel 
dimension refers to the long period of confrontation between 
the State of Israel and several Arab states after Israel’s creation 
in 1948, including a series of wars and military crises. Over time, 
this regional confrontation has partly changed: some Arab states 
signed peace treaties with Israel (for example Egypt and Jordan), 
and more recently a number of countries normalised relations 
through new diplomatic agreements. However, the Israeli–Pales-
tinian dimension remains at the centre of the conflict. It focuses 
on the competing national projects of Israelis and Palestinians in 
the same territory and on the question of how to organise politi-
cal control, sovereignty and rights between two peoples that claim 
historical ties to the land.

The core issues of the conflict are relatively clear, even if their 
solutions are highly contested. First, there is the question of bor-
ders: where the final line between Israel and a future Palestinian 
state should be drawn, and how to manage the territory occupied 
by Israel since 1967, including the West Bank, East Jerusalem and 
Gaza. Second, Jerusalem is a central problem, because it has deep 
religious and symbolic importance for Jews, Muslims and Chris-
tians, and both sides see it as their capital. Third, Israeli settlements 
built in the occupied territories raise legal, demographic and secu-
rity questions, and they make any future border more complicated. 
Fourth, the refugee issue concerns the fate of Palestinians who left 
or were forced to leave their homes in 1948 and 1967 and their 
descendants: whether they can return, receive compensation or be 
integrated elsewhere. Finally, security and recognition are crucial: 
Israel seeks guarantees against attacks and wants formal recog-
nition from Arab and Muslim states, while Palestinians demand 
an end to occupation, freedom of movement and protection from 
violence.

International legal and diplomatic frameworks provide a basic 
reference for discussing these issues, even if they have not yet 
produced a final settlement. United Nations resolutions, especially 
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those adopted after the wars in 1948 and 1967, call for respect of 
international law, withdrawal from occupied territories and a just 
solution for refugees, while also affirming the right of all states in 
the region to live in peace and security. The Oslo process, launched 
in the early 1990s, created a more detailed framework for negotia-
tion between Israelis and Palestinians. It led to mutual recognition 
between the State of Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organi-
zation (PLO), the establishment of the Palestinian Authority and 
a series of interim agreements on self-government in parts of the 
West Bank and Gaza. Oslo was based on the idea that a gradual, 
step-by-step approach would build trust and finally lead to a per-
manent status agreement on borders, Jerusalem, settlements and 
refugees. However, the process has suffered from violence, polit-
ical changes and lack of implementation, and no final agreement 
has been reached. Today, these international norms and incom-
plete frameworks still shape diplomatic discussions and the role of 
external actors, including the European Union, in trying to manage 
and eventually resolve the conflict.

17.2. Evolution of EU positions and policies
The European Union’s position on the Arab–Israel and Israeli–

Palestinian conflict has developed gradually, from a relatively 
limited role to a more clearly defined political profile centred on 
support for a negotiated two-state solution. A key milestone was 
the Venice Declaration of 1980, adopted by the then European 
Community. This document was significant because it explicitly 
recognised the “legitimate rights of the Palestinian people”, includ-
ing their right to self-determination, and underlined that the Pal-
estine Liberation Organization must be associated with the peace 
process. At the same time, it affirmed Israel’s right to exist and 
to live in security. Although the European Community was not 
a direct mediator like the United States, the Venice Declaration 
marked the beginning of a more coherent European voice and laid 
the foundations for later EU policies. Over the following decades, 
this approach evolved into what is now the EU consensus: the con-
flict should be resolved through a two-state solution, with an inde-
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pendent, democratic and viable Palestinian state living side by side 
with Israel in peace and security, and with a negotiated settlement 
of all final status issues.

The legal and normative basis for EU policy is rooted in interna-
tional law, human rights and international humanitarian law. The 
Union repeatedly refers to relevant United Nations Security Coun-
cil and General Assembly resolutions, to the principles of the UN 
Charter and to the inadmissibility of acquiring territory by force. 
It emphasises the applicability of the Fourth Geneva Convention 
to the territories occupied by Israel since 1967 and stresses the 
obligation to protect civilians in situations of conflict and occu-
pation. Human rights norms, including civil, political, economic 
and social rights, are presented as universal standards that should 
apply equally to Israelis and Palestinians. This normative framing 
allows the EU to criticise violations by all sides while maintaining 
that a negotiated solution must respect both security concerns and 
the individual and collective rights of the populations concerned. 
In this sense, EU policy is not only a geopolitical position but also 
an attempt to project its identity as a normative power that links 
diplomacy with law and ethics.

A practical consequence of this legal–normative approach is 
the EU’s differentiation between Israel within its internationally 
recognised pre-1967 borders and the territories occupied since 
1967, namely the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and the 
Gaza Strip. In general terms, the EU does not recognise Israeli 
sovereignty over these occupied territories and considers Israeli 
settlements there to be illegal under international law. Therefore, 
it has introduced technical and legal measures to ensure that its 
agreements and cooperation with Israel apply only to Israel proper 
and not to settlements. For example, EU–Israel trade preferences 
are limited to products originating inside Israel’s recognised bor-
ders, and specific guidelines have been issued on the eligibility of 
entities located in the occupied territories for EU funding. This pol-
icy of differentiation does not change the overall partnership with 
Israel as a state, but it signals that the EU treats the occupation as 
a temporary and legally distinct situation that must be resolved 
through negotiations. At the same time, the EU provides substan-
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tial financial and political support to the Palestinians, including 
assistance to the Palestinian Authority and to UN agencies work-
ing with refugees, in order to keep alive the perspective of a future 
Palestinian state and to mitigate the humanitarian and socio-eco-
nomic effects of the ongoing conflict and occupation.

17.3. Instruments of EU engagement
The European Union engages in the Arab–Israel and Israeli–Pal-

estinian conflict through a combination of political, economic and 
multilateral instruments. At the political level, the EU expresses its 
positions through regular declarations by the Council and state-
ments by the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy. These documents clarify the EU’s view on developments 
on the ground, such as escalations of violence, settlement expan-
sion, changes in the status of Jerusalem or steps affecting the peace 
process. Political dialogue with both Israeli and Palestinian leaders 
takes place in formal formats – for example Association Council 
meetings with Israel or meetings of joint committees with the Pal-
estinian Authority – and in informal diplomatic contacts. Through 
this dialogue, the EU seeks to reaffirm the parameters of a nego-
tiated solution, to discourage unilateral measures that undermine 
the prospects of peace, and to encourage respect for international 
law and human rights by all sides.

Economic and financial tools form a second major pillar of 
EU engagement. Israel is linked to the EU through an association 
agreement that provides a framework for trade liberalisation, sec-
toral cooperation and political dialogue, making the EU one of 
Israel’s main economic partners. At the same time, the EU is the 
largest donor to the Palestinians. It provides financial assistance to 
the Palestinian Authority, including budget support under strict 
conditions, and funds programmes for institution-building, rule of 
law, public administration, education and health. In addition, the 
EU supports Palestinian refugees mainly through substantial con-
tributions to UNRWA and through humanitarian aid in times of 
crisis. These financial flows are designed not only to address imme-
diate socio-economic needs, but also to maintain and strengthen 
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the institutional foundations of a future Palestinian state, in line 
with the two-state vision. Conditionality and technical assistance 
are used to promote reforms, increase transparency and improve 
the capacity of Palestinian institutions to deliver services to the 
population.

Finally, the EU plays an important role in multilateral frame-
works and regional initiatives related to the conflict. It is a member 
of the Quartet on the Middle East, alongside the United Nations, 
the United States and Russia, and uses this platform to coordinate 
international efforts, support diplomatic initiatives and articulate 
its own approach. The EU backs UN resolutions and peace efforts 
and often finances or implements concrete projects that accom-
pany political processes, such as support to security-sector reform, 
border management or confidence-building measures between 
Israelis and Palestinians. It also encourages broader regional ini-
tiatives that can contribute to a more favourable environment for 
peace, for example by supporting political and economic cooper-
ation between Israel and Arab states within wider regional struc-
tures. Through this combination of political dialogue, economic 
partnership, financial assistance and multilateral engagement, the 
EU seeks to exercise influence not as a military power but as a 
normative and economic actor that promotes negotiated solutions, 
respect for international law and gradual conflict transformation.

17.4. Challenges and controversies for EU policy
EU policy on the Arab–Israel and Israeli–Palestinian conflict 

faces important internal and external challenges. One key difficulty 
comes from divisions among member states. Some governments 
have historically closer ties to Israel, while others express stronger 
sympathy for the Palestinian cause or for broader Arab positions. 
These different historical experiences, public opinions and security 
perceptions make it hard to agree on strong common statements or 
on tougher measures, for example on recognition of Palestine or on 
possible sanctions. As a result, the EU often speaks with a careful, 
compromise-based voice, which is sometimes perceived by local 
actors as slow, ambiguous or weaker than the positions of individ-
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ual member states. This limits the Union’s ability to act as a single, 
coherent diplomatic player.

A second set of controversies is linked to the balance between 
security concerns, the fight against terrorism and the EU’s com-
mitment to human rights and international humanitarian law. 
On the one hand, the EU recognises Israel’s right to security and 
condemns attacks against civilians, including terrorism and rocket 
fire. It also designates certain armed groups as terrorist organisa-
tions and cooperates with partners on counter-terrorism measures. 
On the other hand, the Union insists that all parties must respect 
human rights and humanitarian law, including the principles of 
distinction and proportionality in the use of force, the protection 
of civilians, and the prohibition of collective punishment. In prac-
tice, applying these principles is politically sensitive: strong criti-
cism of military operations or of restrictions on Palestinian rights 
can be seen by some as one-sided, while silence or weak reactions 
can damage the EU’s image as a defender of universal values. This 
constant tension makes it difficult to maintain both credibility as a 
security partner and legitimacy as a normative actor.

Cycles of violence and repeated wars in Gaza and other parts of 
the conflict area also affect the EU’s influence. Each new escalation 
produces high levels of suffering, destruction and political polari-
sation. In such moments, the EU often calls for ceasefires, respect 
for international law and a return to negotiations, and it increases 
humanitarian aid to the affected population. However, when the 
underlying political issues remain unresolved and the situation 
returns to a “no war, no peace” status, many observers question 
whether EU diplomacy and assistance really change the dynam-
ics on the ground. The perception of limited impact, together with 
accusations of double standards or of insufficient pressure on the 
parties, can weaken the Union’s credibility both among Israelis and 
among Palestinians, as well as in the wider region.

These challenges feed into debates about the future direction of 
EU policy. One option is to continue along the line of “principled 
pragmatism”: defending international law and human rights, but 
accepting that the EU’s leverage is limited and that progress will 
be slow and incremental. Another option is to use stronger condi-
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tionality in relations with both sides, linking access to EU markets, 
funding and political cooperation more clearly to concrete steps 
on settlements, violence, governance and respect for legal obliga-
tions. This approach might increase pressure, but it also risks deep-
ening tensions with key partners and may be difficult to sustain 
if member states disagree. A third, more modest scenario would 
focus on managing rather than solving the conflict, with priority 
on humanitarian assistance, support for resilience and small confi-
dence-building measures, while keeping final-status issues on the 
long-term agenda. In reality, EU policy will probably combine ele-
ments of all three approaches, reflecting the Union’s mixed iden-
tity as a community of values, an economic power and a cautious 
security actor in a highly polarised conflict.

Questions
1.	 How are the Arab–Israel conflict and the Israeli–Palestinian 

conflict related, and in what ways are they different?
2.	 What are the main “core issues” in the Israeli–Palestinian con-

flict (borders, Jerusalem, settlements, refugees, security and rec-
ognition)?

3.	 Why is the status of Jerusalem particularly sensitive for both 
sides and for the wider international community?

4.	 How do international legal and diplomatic frameworks – such 
as key UN resolutions and the Oslo process – define the main 
principles for a future settlement?

5.	 What was innovative or significant about the Venice Declara-
tion (1980) in the evolution of European positions on the con-
flict?

6.	 How does the EU understand and promote the “two-state solu-
tion”, and what conditions does it see as necessary for such a 
solution to be viable?

7.	 In what way does international law, including human rights 
and international humanitarian law, provide a normative basis 
for EU policy towards the conflict?

8.	 Why does the EU make a legal and political distinction between 
Israel within its pre-1967 borders and the territories occupied 
since 1967?
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9.	 Which political instruments does the EU use to express its posi-
tions on the conflict (for example, declarations by the Council 
or the High Representative)?

10.	How do economic and financial tools – such as the associa-
tion agreement with Israel and EU support to the Palestinian 
Authority and UNRWA – shape the Union’s role in the conflict?

11.	What is the Quartet on the Middle East, and how does partici-
pation in this format influence the EU’s engagement?

12.	How do internal divisions among EU member states limit the 
emergence of a single, strong European voice on the Arab–
Israel and Israeli–Palestinian conflict?

13.	In what ways does the EU try to balance its security concerns 
and counter-terrorism agenda with its commitments to human 
rights and humanitarian law?

14.	How do repeated cycles of violence and wars in Gaza and other 
areas affect the EU’s credibility and its ability to influence the 
behaviour of the conflict parties?

15.	What future options are discussed for EU policy – such as “prin-
cipled pragmatism”, stronger conditionality, or more modest 
expectations – and what are the potential advantages and risks 
of each approach?

Bibliography
1.	 European External Action Service (EEAS). (2024). The EU and the Mid-

dle East Peace Process. Brussels. https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
eu-and-middle-east-peace-process_en

2.	 European Council / Council of the European Union. EU position on 
the situation in the Middle East. Brussels. https://www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/policies/eu-position-situation-middle-east/

3.	 Del Sarto, R. A. (2021). Borderlands: Europe and the Mediterranean 
Middle East. Oxford: Oxford University Press. https://library.oapen.
org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50258/9780198833550.pdf?isAl-
lowed=y&sequence=1

4.	 Musu, C. (2007). The EU and the Middle East Peace Process: The Main 
Principles. Journal of Contemporary European Research, 3(3), 293–
309. https://www.jstor.org/stable/44839080

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-and-middle-east-peace-process_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-and-middle-east-peace-process_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-position-situation-middle-east/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-position-situation-middle-east/
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50258/9780198833550.pdf?isAllowed=y&sequence=1
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50258/9780198833550.pdf?isAllowed=y&sequence=1
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/50258/9780198833550.pdf?isAllowed=y&sequence=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44839080


218

TOPIC 18: TERRORISM, VIOLENCE  
AND RADICALISM IN THE REGION  

AND EU’S POLICIES
18.1.	 Patterns of terrorism and violent extremism in the Southern 

Neighbourhood
18.2.	 Drivers of radicalisation and violence
18.3.	 EU internal and external counter-terrorism policies
18.4.	 Prevention, human rights and future challenges

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand the 
main patterns, drivers and consequences of terrorism and violent 
extremism in the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood, and to analyse 
how the European Union responds to these phenomena through 
its internal and external counter-terrorism policies. The topic aims 
to connect security aspects with political, socio-economic, human-
rights and governance dimensions, so that students can critically 
assess both the potential and the limits of EU strategies in pre-
venting radicalisation, managing risks and supporting resilience in 
partner countries.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Explain the main types of terrorist and violent extremist 

organisations and networks in the Southern Neighbourhood 
and describe how they have evolved from local insurgencies 
to transnational jihadist movements; 

•	 Identify and discuss the key political, socio-economic, ideo-
logical and digital drivers of radicalisation and violent extrem-
ism, including the role of authoritarian governance, exclusion, 
unemployment, corruption and identity-based narratives; 

•	 Outline the core elements of EU internal counter-terrorism 
policy, with particular attention to strategies, information 
sharing, border controls and the challenge of foreign fighters 
and returnees; 
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•	 Describe the external dimension of EU counter-terrorism, 
including security cooperation and capacity-building with 
Southern partners, as well as the use of CSDP, development 
and ENP instruments to address both symptoms and root 
causes of radicalisation; 

•	 Critically evaluate the main dilemmas and future challenges 
for EU policy, such as balancing security and human rights, 
avoiding counter-productive effects, responding to online 
radicalisation and lone actors, and designing prevention and 
deradicalisation policies that support local ownership and 
long-term resilience.

Key terms 

Terrorism – the use or threat of violence by non-state actors 
against civilians or symbolic targets in order to create fear and 
achieve political, ideological or religious goals.

Violent extremism – attitudes and actions that support or use 
violence to impose radical political, religious or ideological visions, 
rejecting democratic dialogue and pluralism.

Radicalisation – a gradual process in which individuals or 
groups adopt extremist ideas and may come to see the use of vio-
lence as a legitimate or necessary option.

Transnational jihadist movements – extremist organisa-
tions and networks that promote a global, often religiously framed, 
struggle and operate across several countries and regions.

Drivers of radicalisation – a combination of political, 
socio-economic, ideological and personal factors (such as repres-
sion, exclusion, unemployment, corruption and perceived injus-
tice) that can make extremist narratives attractive.

EU counter-terrorism (CT) policy – the set of strategies, laws 
and instruments used by the EU and its member states to prevent, 
detect, disrupt and respond to terrorism, including both internal 
and external measures.

Prevention and deradicalisation – policies and programmes 
that seek to stop radicalisation before it leads to violence, or to sup-
port individuals to leave extremist groups and reintegrate into soci-
ety, often through education, community work and social support.
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Human-rights and rule-of-law standards – legal and ethi-
cal principles that require counter-terrorism measures to respect 
fundamental rights, ensure due process and avoid discrimination, 
profiling and abuses that could be counter-productive.

18.1. Patterns of terrorism and violent extremism 
in the Southern Neighbourhood

Terrorism and violent extremism in the Southern Neighbour-
hood are shaped by a mixture of local, regional and global dynam-
ics. The region has seen the activity of different types of organ-
isations and networks, including locally rooted armed groups, 
long-standing Islamist movements with both political and military 
branches, and transnational jihadist organisations linked to global 
brands such as Al-Qaeda and the so-called Islamic State (ISIS/
Daesh). These actors differ in ideology, tactics and objectives, but 
they often operate in the same fragile environments, compete for 
recruits and resources, and sometimes shift alliances over time. In 
addition, there are looser networks and “franchises”, where local 
groups adopt the name or narrative of a larger organisation with-
out being fully controlled by a central leadership. This complex 
landscape makes it difficult for states and international partners, 
including the EU, to identify clear interlocutors or to separate 
purely criminal activities from politically motivated violence.

Over the past decades, there has been an evolution from primar-
ily local insurgencies to more transnational jihadist movements. 
Earlier waves of violence were often focused on domestic regimes 
and national contexts, with armed groups targeting state institu-
tions they considered corrupt, illegitimate or insufficiently Islamic. 
With the emergence of Al-Qaeda and later ISIS/Daesh, the centre 
of gravity partly shifted towards a broader global project, present-
ing the struggle as a fight against “far enemies” and international 
order as a whole. Conflicts and state collapse in countries such as 
Iraq, Syria and Libya opened new spaces for training, recruitment 
and territorial control, attracting foreign fighters from within the 
region and from Europe and other parts of the world. The use of 
modern communication technologies, especially social media and 
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encrypted platforms, allowed extremist narratives to travel quickly 
across borders and to connect local grievances with global ideolog-
ical frames. As a result, terrorism in the Southern Neighbourhood 
cannot be understood only as a domestic security problem; it is 
part of wider transnational networks that link the region to other 
parts of Africa, the Middle East and Europe.

At the same time, the roots of violent extremism remain closely 
connected to local grievances and regional conflicts. Many indi-
viduals are radicalised in contexts marked by authoritarian gov-
ernance, human-rights abuses, lack of economic opportunities, 
social exclusion and unresolved territorial or identity conflicts. 
Regional wars and occupations provide powerful images of injus-
tice and victimhood that extremist organisations use in their prop-
aganda, while weak state institutions and ungoverned spaces make 
it easier for them to operate. Global jihadist narratives give these 
local frustrations a broader meaning and present participation in 
violence as part of a larger, almost cosmic struggle. This interac-
tion between the local, the regional and the global produces very 
diverse trajectories of radicalisation and makes “one-size-fits-all” 
solutions ineffective. For the EU and its partners, it is therefore 
essential to analyse terrorism and violent extremism in the South-
ern Neighbourhood not only in military or police terms, but also 
as a phenomenon linked to governance, development, identity and 
the broader security architecture of the region.

18.2. Drivers of radicalisation and violence
Radicalisation and violent extremism in the Southern Neigh-

bourhood are driven by a combination of political, socio-economic, 
ideological and technological factors. On the political side, many 
countries in the region are characterised by authoritarian govern-
ance, restrictive political systems and limited space for peaceful 
opposition. Elections, if they take place, are often not genuinely 
competitive, and parliaments, courts and media do not function 
as effective channels for expressing and resolving social conflicts. 
When citizens perceive that corruption is widespread and that elites 
are not accountable, frustration grows. Repression of protests, arbi-
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trary arrests, torture or collective punishment can reinforce percep-
tions that peaceful methods of dissent are useless. In such contexts, 
some individuals may begin to see violence as the only available 
way to challenge the system or to defend their community, which 
makes them more receptive to extremist recruitment.

Socio-economic drivers reinforce these political grievances. 
High unemployment, especially among young people and gradu-
ates, weak social mobility and visible inequality create a strong 
sense of marginalisation. Many young men and women feel that 
they have no realistic prospects for a dignified life, even if they 
invest in education. Everyday experiences of corruption – for 
example, having to pay bribes for basic services or jobs – deepen 
the feeling that the system is unjust and closed. This combination 
of blocked opportunities and perceived injustice can make radi-
cal narratives attractive, because they offer a clear explanation for 
these problems (“the system is corrupt, foreign powers are exploit-
ing us”) and promise rapid, total change. At the same time, eco-
nomic incentives may also play a role: in fragile environments, 
extremist groups sometimes provide salaries, protection or social 
services that the state cannot offer, which can influence individual 
decisions to join.

Ideological, religious and identity-based dimensions give these 
frustrations a language and a frame. Violent extremist groups in 
the region frequently use religious concepts to legitimise their 
actions and to create a strong sense of belonging and moral superi-
ority. They present their struggle as a defence of the faith, the com-
munity or the “true” identity against external enemies and inter-
nal traitors. However, religion is rarely the only factor; it interacts 
with ethnic, tribal, national and sectarian identities, as well as with 
memories of past conflicts and perceived historical injustices. Nar-
ratives of humiliation and victimhood are central: they portray the 
community as under attack and suggest that only radical resist-
ance can restore dignity and honour. This emotional dimension is 
important, because it transforms abstract grievances into powerful 
motivations for individual and collective action.

Finally, the digital space plays a crucial role in connecting these 
drivers and turning them into concrete processes of radicalisation 
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and recruitment. Social media, messaging apps and online forums 
allow extremist organisations to spread propaganda, share images 
and videos, and construct a virtual community that transcends bor-
ders. Algorithms and closed groups can create “echo chambers” 
where users are increasingly exposed to one-sided content that 
reinforces polarisation and dehumanises perceived enemies. Trans-
national recruiters use these tools to identify vulnerable individu-
als, maintain contact over time and provide step-by-step guidance 
towards involvement in violent activities, including travel to con-
flict zones or participation in attacks at home. At the same time, 
online environments make it more difficult for states and interna-
tional partners to monitor and prevent radicalisation, because com-
munication is fast, fragmented and often encrypted. For the EU and 
its Southern partners, addressing radicalisation therefore requires 
not only traditional security measures, but also reforms in govern-
ance, investment in inclusive development, support to moderate 
and credible voices, and smart engagement in the digital sphere.

18.3. EU internal and external counter-terrorism 
policies

EU counter-terrorism policy has both an internal and an exter-
nal dimension, which are closely connected. Internally, the EU has 
developed common counter-terrorism (CT) strategies that aim to 
prevent attacks, protect citizens, pursue suspects and respond to 
incidents. Member states keep their own police, intelligence ser-
vices and criminal laws, but they cooperate more and more through 
information sharing and joint instruments. Databases and alert 
systems allow authorities to check identities, travel histories and 
security risks at borders and inside the Schengen area. Border con-
trols, including checks on air passengers and cargo, are strength-
ened to detect potential foreign fighters, traffickers and arms flows. 
The issue of so-called “returnees” – individuals who travelled to 
conflict zones and later come back to Europe – is a particular con-
cern. Here, the EU promotes common standards for prosecution, 
rehabilitation and reintegration, while trying to balance security 
needs with human rights and the rule of law.
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Externally, the EU works with partners in the Southern Neigh-
bourhood to strengthen their capacity to prevent and fight ter-
rorism, in ways that are compatible with international law and 
human-rights standards. Security cooperation can include training 
for police, border guards and judges, support for improving crim-
inal legislation, and help in building specialised units or coordi-
nation mechanisms. Capacity-building projects provide technical 
equipment, expertise on financial investigations, and support for 
better control of borders and critical infrastructures. At the same 
time, the EU encourages legal and institutional reforms to make 
security institutions more transparent, accountable and subject to 
civilian control, because abusive practices by security services can 
themselves become a driver of radicalisation. Through political dia-
logue, the Union tries to promote a comprehensive understanding 
of counter-terrorism that goes beyond purely military or repres-
sive measures.

To connect the internal and external dimensions, the EU uses a 
range of instruments, including the Common Security and Defence 
Policy (CSDP), development cooperation and the European Neigh-
bourhood Policy (ENP). CSDP civilian missions in the region often 
include components related to counter-terrorism and radicalisa-
tion, such as training in border management, support to criminal 
justice systems or assistance in security-sector reform. Develop-
ment programmes address socio-economic drivers of radicalisation 
by investing in education, youth employment, local governance 
and social inclusion. Within the ENP framework, action plans and 
partnership priorities with Southern partners frequently include 
chapters on security and counter-terrorism, linking political dia-
logue and financial support to progress in these areas. In this way, 
the EU seeks to combine hard-security cooperation with long-term 
efforts to reduce the root causes of violent extremism, while keep-
ing its own internal security strategies consistent with what it pro-
motes abroad.
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18.4. Prevention, human rights  
and future challenges

Prevention and deradicalisation have become central elements 
of EU and partner-country strategies in the Southern Neighbour-
hood. Instead of focusing only on repression and security meas-
ures, policymakers increasingly recognise the need to address the 
social and psychological processes that lead people towards violent 
extremism. Education is a key tool: schools and universities can 
promote critical thinking, media literacy and civic values, helping 
young people to question extremist narratives and conspiracy the-
ories. Community-based initiatives – for example youth centres, 
local dialogue platforms, mentoring schemes and work with fami-
lies – aim to build trust, offer alternatives to violence and create a 
sense of belonging. Inclusion policies, such as measures to reduce 
discrimination, improve access to services and involve marginal-
ised groups in decision-making, are also part of prevention. Derad-
icalisation and disengagement programmes, inside and outside 
prisons, try to support individuals who want to leave extremist 
networks, combining psychological support, social assistance and 
close cooperation with local communities.

At the same time, any effective strategy must respect human-
rights and rule-of-law standards. There is a significant risk that 
counter-terrorism and prevention policies may lead to abuses, such 
as arbitrary arrests, torture, broad surveillance, discrimination or 
profiling of certain ethnic, religious or social groups. Such prac-
tices not only violate basic rights, but can also have counter-pro-
ductive effects: they reinforce feelings of injustice, humiliation and 
collective punishment, which extremist recruiters can exploit. For 
this reason, the EU emphasises that security measures must be 
based on clear laws, independent judicial oversight and effective 
complaint mechanisms. Training for police, intelligence services 
and judges often includes components on human rights, propor-
tionality and non-discrimination. The challenge, in practice, is to 
maintain this legal and ethical framework under the pressure of 
real or perceived security threats, when public opinion and politi-
cal leaders may demand quick and tough responses.

More broadly, EU policy must constantly balance different 
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objectives: security and stability on the one hand, and more trans-
formative agendas related to democracy, human rights and social 
justice on the other. Short-term interests may push the Union 
and its member states to cooperate closely with authoritarian 
governments that promise control over terrorism and migration, 
even if their domestic practices contribute to radicalisation. In the 
longer term, however, sustainable prevention of violent extremism 
requires more open political systems, accountable institutions and 
fair socio-economic opportunities. This tension is at the heart of 
debates on the EU’s role in the Southern Neighbourhood: should 
the Union act mainly as a security partner, or should it take more 
political risks to support deeper reforms that address structural 
causes of violence? In reality, EU practice often reflects a mixture 
of both logics, with results that are sometimes ambiguous.

Emerging trends add further complexity to these dilemmas. The 
rise of lone actors, who may radicalise largely online and carry out 
attacks with limited organisational support, challenges traditional 
intelligence and policing methods. Online radicalisation, driven by 
global social media platforms, encrypted communication and algo-
rithm-based echo chambers, makes it harder to identify risks early 
and to control the spread of extremist content. Regional spillovers 
from conflicts in the Middle East, the Sahel and other neighbouring 
regions create new routes for arms, fighters and narratives, linking 
the Southern Neighbourhood to wider zones of instability. For EU 
strategies, these developments mean that counter-terrorism and 
prevention cannot be static or purely national. They require flex-
ible, cross-border cooperation; constant adaptation to technologi-
cal change; and a stronger emphasis on resilience – the ability of 
societies, institutions and individuals to withstand shocks without 
sliding into polarisation and violence.

Questions
1.	 How would you describe the main types of terrorist and violent 

extremist organisations active in the Southern Neighbourhood?
2.	 In what ways has terrorism in the region evolved from mainly 

local insurgencies to broader transnational jihadist movements?
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3.	 How do local grievances and conflicts interact with global 
jihadist narratives in the process of radicalisation?

4.	 Why do authoritarianism, repression and lack of channels for 
peaceful dissent create a favourable environment for violent 
extremism?

5.	 How do unemployment, corruption and social marginalisation 
contribute to feelings of injustice that extremist groups can 
exploit?

6.	 What role do ideological, religious and identity-based narra-
tives play in justifying violence and building group cohesion?

7.	 How does the digital space – including social media and 
encrypted messaging apps – change the way radicalisation and 
recruitment take place?

8.	 What are the main elements of the EU’s internal counter-terror-
ism strategy, and how do they relate to information sharing and 
border controls?

9.	 Why are “foreign fighters” and returnees considered a specific 
challenge for EU internal security?

10.	How does the EU cooperate with Southern Neighbourhood 
partners on security, capacity-building and legal reforms in the 
field of counter-terrorism?

11.	In what ways are CSDP missions, development cooperation and 
ENP instruments used to address terrorism and radicalisation 
externally?

12.	What kinds of prevention and deradicalisation initiatives (edu-
cation, community work, inclusion policies) can reduce the 
appeal of violent extremism?

13.	Why is it important that counter-terrorism measures respect 
human-rights and rule-of-law standards, and what are the risks 
if they do not?

14.	How can the EU balance short-term security and stability objec-
tives with longer-term goals of political reform and social jus-
tice in the Southern Neighbourhood?

15.	How do emerging trends such as lone actors, online radical-
isation and regional spillovers affect the design of future EU 
counter-terrorism strategies?
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TOPIC 19: THE EU AND THE SYRIAN 
CONFLICT: CRISIS MANAGEMENT, 
HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE AND 
RECONSTRUCTION DILEMMAS

19.1.	 Syria in the EU’s southern security environment
19.2.	 Evolution of EU policy towards the Syrian conflict
19.3.	 Humanitarian response, refugees and support to neighbouring 

countries
19.4.	 Stabilisation, reconstruction and long-term dilemmas

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand how 
the Syrian conflict has transformed the EU’s southern security envi-
ronment and how the European Union has reacted through diplo-
macy, sanctions, humanitarian assistance and support to neigh-
bouring countries. The topic also aims to familiarise students with 
the main debates on stabilisation and reconstruction in Syria, and 
with the dilemmas the EU faces when it tries to combine crisis man-
agement, human-rights promotion and long-term regional stability.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Explain why Syria occupies a central place in the EU’s 

Southern Neighbourhood and how the conflict has affected 
regional security, migration and terrorism; 

•	 Outline the main phases in the evolution of EU policy 
towards the Syrian conflict, including political positions, 
sanctions, non-recognition of the regime’s actions and sup-
port to opposition and civil society; 

•	 Describe the scale and nature of the humanitarian cri-
sis, including internal displacement, refugee flows and the 
impact on neighbouring countries such as Turkey, Leba-
non and Jordan, and identify the main elements of the EU’s 
humanitarian response; 



230

•	 Analyse EU assistance to host countries and local commu-
nities, including programmes on education, livelihoods and 
resilience, and discuss how these measures are linked to 
broader migration and security policies; 

•	 Critically assess the dilemmas surrounding stabilisation and 
reconstruction in Syria, including questions of condition-
ality, accountability, early recovery, engagement with the 
regime and the risks of “normalising” the conflict without a 
credible political settlement.

Key terms 

Syrian conflict – the multi-layered civil war and regionalised 
conflict that has affected Syria since 2011, involving the regime, 
opposition groups, extremist organisations and external actors.

Humanitarian crisis – a situation of large-scale human suf-
fering caused by conflict, including high numbers of killed and 
wounded, destruction of infrastructure, food insecurity and lack of 
access to basic services.

Internally displaced persons (IDPs) – people who are forced 
to leave their homes because of violence or disaster but remain 
within the borders of their own country.

Refugees and asylum seekers – people who cross an interna-
tional border to seek protection from persecution, conflict or seri-
ous threats, and who request or receive international protection.

Humanitarian assistance – EU funding and operational 
support aimed at saving lives and alleviating suffering, delivered 
according to principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and 
independence.

Stabilisation – short- and medium-term measures to restore 
basic security, essential services and local governance in conflict-af-
fected areas, without necessarily engaging in full reconstruction.

Reconstruction – long-term rebuilding of infrastructure, 
housing, institutions and the economy after conflict, often linked 
to questions of political settlement, accountability and who should 
finance and implement such efforts.

Conditionality – the practice of linking EU financial support, 
reconstruction assistance or political engagement to specific condi-
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tions, such as progress on a UN-led political process, human rights 
or inclusive governance.

19.1. Syria in the EU’s southern security 
environment

Before 2011, Syria was an authoritarian presidential republic 
dominated by the Ba’ath Party and the Assad family. Power was 
highly centralised in the presidency and in a strong security appa-
ratus, with limited political pluralism and very restricted space for 
opposition or independent media. Society was diverse: the majority 
of the population identified as Arab and Sunni Muslim, but impor-
tant minorities included Alawites, Kurds, Christians and Druze. 
Officially, the regime promoted a secular, pan-Arab identity, yet 
in practice access to power and resources was strongly shaped 
by loyalty networks and by the security services. Economically, 
Syria combined elements of a state-led system with gradual lib-
eralisation in the 2000s. While some urban groups benefited from 
new business opportunities, rural areas and poorer segments of 
society suffered from unemployment, rising prices and the effects 
of repeated droughts. These socio-economic problems, combined 
with political repression and corruption, created a background of 
frustration that would later feed into the uprising.

The Syrian conflict, which started in 2011, went through several 
main phases and quickly became regionalised. It began with mostly 
peaceful protests demanding political reforms and an end to cor-
ruption and repression, inspired by the wider “Arab Spring” upris-
ings. The regime’s violent response led to escalation, militarisation 
and the emergence of armed opposition groups. Over time, the 
conflict turned into a complex civil war, with front lines between 
government forces, different opposition factions and, later, jihadist 
organisations such as ISIS/Daesh. External actors became increas-
ingly involved: Iran and Hezbollah provided support to the regime; 
Gulf states and others backed various opposition groups; Turkey 
intervened militarily in the north; and Russia’s direct military 
involvement from 2015 changed the balance of power in favour of 
the government. International coalitions also carried out airstrikes 
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against ISIS. As a result, the war became a multi-layered regional 
conflict, with overlapping local, national and international agen-
das and a de facto fragmentation of Syrian territory into different 
zones of control.

For the European Union, the Syrian conflict matters for several 
interconnected reasons. First, Syria is part of the EU’s Southern 
Neighbourhood and lies close to Europe’s borders, so large-scale 
instability there has direct consequences for European security. 
Second, the war has generated one of the largest refugee crises 
in recent history. Millions of Syrians fled to neighbouring coun-
tries such as Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan, and many sought pro-
tection in Europe, contributing to the 2015–2016 “refugee crisis” 
and putting migration and asylum at the centre of EU politics. 
Third, the rise of ISIS in Syria and Iraq created a major terrorism 
threat, including the phenomenon of “foreign fighters” travelling 
from EU member states to join extremist groups and, in some 
cases, returning. Finally, the conflict has deep effects on regional 
stability, affecting Lebanon, Iraq, Turkey, Israel and the broader 
balance of power in the Middle East. It also poses difficult ques-
tions for the EU about how to combine sanctions, non-recognition 
of the regime’s actions, humanitarian responsibility and long-term 
engagement in a context where a comprehensive political settle-
ment remains distant.

19.2. Evolution of EU policy towards  
the Syrian conflict

At the beginning of the Syrian uprising in 2011, the EU still 
maintained a cautious engagement with Damascus, continuing 
elements of its previous neighbourhood and cooperation policy. 
However, as the regime responded to protests with escalating vio-
lence and large-scale human-rights violations, the Union progres-
sively shifted towards political isolation and a clear “no-business-
as-usual” stance vis-à-vis the Syrian authorities. Official contacts 
at high political level were reduced or suspended, negotiations on 
deeper economic and political cooperation were frozen, and the 
EU started to frame the Syrian leadership as primarily responsible 
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for the crisis. Over time, this evolved into a consolidated policy 
in which the Union refuses normalisation with the regime in the 
absence of a credible, inclusive political process, while keeping 
channels open for humanitarian coordination and technical dia-
logue where necessary to reach affected populations.

Diplomatically, the EU positions itself as a strong supporter of 
a UN-led political process as the only legitimate framework for 
resolving the conflict. It backs the efforts of the UN Special Envoy 
and the principles contained in major UN Security Council resolu-
tions, in particular the idea of a Syrian-owned and Syrian-led polit-
ical transition under UN auspices. EU declarations consistently 
refer to the need for a genuine political transition that includes 
constitutional reform and free and fair elections under interna-
tional supervision, as well as to the importance of accountability 
for serious violations of international human-rights and human-
itarian law. The Union does not recognise unilateral territorial 
changes produced by force, such as demographic engineering or 
forced displacement aimed at permanently altering the composi-
tion of certain areas, and it stresses the territorial integrity and 
sovereignty of Syria within its internationally recognised borders. 
In this way, EU diplomacy combines support for a negotiated set-
tlement with a principled refusal to accept the results of military 
domination as a stable outcome.

Sanctions regimes and restrictive measures are a central tool in 
the EU’s response to the Syrian conflict. The Union has adopted a 
broad package of targeted sanctions aimed at individuals and enti-
ties considered responsible for repression, violence or economic 
support to the regime. These measures typically include travel 
bans and asset freezes for officials, businesspeople, military com-
manders and organisations linked to human-rights abuses or to 
the machinery of war. In addition, sectoral sanctions restrict trade 
and cooperation in areas such as arms and dual-use goods, certain 
financial services, and specific parts of the energy and oil sectors. 
The stated aims of these restrictive measures are to increase the 
cost of continued repression, to signal political and moral condem-
nation, and to limit the resources available to finance the conflict, 
while at the same time avoiding broad measures that would fur-
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ther harm the civilian population. The scope and list of targets are 
regularly reviewed and updated, reflecting both developments on 
the ground and ongoing debates among member states about the 
balance between pressure, humanitarian considerations and the 
possibility of future engagement in a post-conflict Syria.

19.3. Humanitarian response, refugees and 
support to neighbouring countries

The European Union and its member states have become some 
of the largest humanitarian donors in response to the Syrian con-
flict. Their assistance is guided by core humanitarian principles: 
needs-based aid, which means that support is allocated according 
to the severity of needs rather than political considerations; neu-
trality, which requires aid not to favour any party to the conflict; 
and the protection of civilians, which includes a strong focus on 
access to health care, shelter, food, water and sanitation, as well 
as on education and psychosocial support. In practice, EU human-
itarian funds are mainly channelled through UN agencies, interna-
tional and local non-governmental organisations, and the Interna-
tional Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. This indirect model 
allows the EU to reach people in need on all sides of the conflict, 
even in areas where it has no political relations with the de facto 
authorities, and to maintain a clear distinction between humanitar-
ian work and political or military objectives.

A second major component of the EU response concerns sup-
port to refugee-hosting countries in the region, especially Turkey, 
Lebanon and Jordan, but also Iraq and Egypt. These states have 
taken in millions of Syrians, which has put strong pressure on their 
public services, infrastructure, labour markets and social cohesion. 
The EU has created specific financial instruments and regional trust 
funds to help these countries cope with the long-term impact of 
displacement and to move from emergency aid towards a resilience 
approach. EU-funded programmes support basic services such as 
health and education, the rehabilitation of local infrastructure, and 
projects to improve livelihoods, including vocational training and 
job creation for both refugees and host communities. The goal is to 
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reduce tensions, avoid the creation of a “lost generation” without 
access to schooling, and provide alternatives to dangerous onward 
migration. In this way, humanitarian, development and stability 
objectives are closely linked.

The Syrian refugee crisis has also had a strong internal impact 
on the EU itself. The arrival of large numbers of asylum seekers 
from Syria and other conflict-affected countries around 2015–2016 
exposed weaknesses in the Common European Asylum System and 
triggered intense political debates. Some member states accepted 
significant numbers of refugees and supported relocation and 
resettlement mechanisms, while others resisted compulsory quotas 
or limited access to their territory. National asylum and reception 
systems faced capacity problems, and tensions emerged between 
EU-level proposals for shared responsibility and national prefer-
ences for stricter border controls or ad hoc solutions. These contro-
versies have influenced broader discussions on migration, integra-
tion, border management and the future design of EU asylum rules. 
In this context, the Syrian crisis became not only a humanitarian 
and foreign-policy challenge, but also a key test of EU solidarity 
and of the Union’s ability to combine protection obligations with 
internal political stability and public support.

19.4. Stabilisation, reconstruction  
and long-term dilemmas

In the Syrian context, it is important to distinguish between 
emergency assistance, stabilisation and full reconstruction, because 
each stage has different goals, instruments and political implica-
tions. Emergency assistance focuses on saving lives and alleviat-
ing immediate suffering: it includes food, shelter, medical care and 
basic protection for people affected by violence and displacement. 
Stabilisation refers to short- and medium-term efforts to restore 
a minimum level of security, repair essential infrastructure (such 
as water, electricity and hospitals), and support local governance 
structures so that basic services can function again. Full reconstruc-
tion goes much further: it involves large-scale rebuilding of hous-
ing, transport networks, schools, hospitals and the wider economy, 
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as well as long-term reforms of institutions. For the EU, the central 
dilemma is how to support stabilisation and early recovery in a 
way that helps civilians and prevents new crises, without sliding 
into unconditional reconstruction that could consolidate an unre-
formed and unaccountable regime.

This dilemma is directly linked to the EU’s policy of condition-
ality, summed up in the formula “no reconstruction without a cred-
ible political process”. The Union has repeatedly stated that it will 
not finance large-scale reconstruction in Syria as long as there is 
no meaningful, UN-led political transition that includes guarantees 
for human rights, inclusive governance and the safe, voluntary and 
dignified return of refugees. Supporters of this firm line argue that 
premature reconstruction aid would reward those responsible for 
massive abuses, strengthen authoritarian structures and risk turn-
ing the EU into a payer of war damages without any influence on 
the political future of the country. Others, however, call for more 
flexibility, suggesting that carefully designed projects in specific 
sectors or regions could improve the daily lives of Syrians, reduce 
incentives for onward migration and increase European leverage 
on the ground. The debate thus centres on how to balance human-
itarian and pragmatic considerations with the need to maintain 
principles and avoid legitimising the outcomes of violence.

Questions of justice and accountability add another layer of 
complexity. The Syrian conflict has been marked by widespread 
violations of international human-rights and humanitarian law, 
including possible war crimes and crimes against humanity. For 
many victims and for parts of Syrian civil society, any sustainable 
peace must include some form of accountability, whether through 
international courts, universal jurisdiction cases in European states, 
or transitional justice mechanisms such as truth commissions and 
reparations programmes. The EU officially supports efforts to doc-
ument violations, preserve evidence and strengthen international 
mechanisms for prosecution. However, pursuing justice can some-
times clash with short-term diplomatic efforts to reach ceasefires 
or political agreements, especially when powerful actors are impli-
cated in abuses. The Union therefore faces continuous choices 
about how strongly to push accountability in its external action 
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and how to link justice discussions with broader peacebuilding and 
reconstruction agendas.

Looking ahead, several scenarios of EU involvement in Syria 
can be imagined. A “containment” scenario would focus mainly on 
limiting the negative spillovers of the conflict – such as terrorism, 
refugee flows and regional instability – with limited engagement 
inside Syria itself and continued emphasis on humanitarian aid and 
support to neighbours. A “selective engagement” scenario would 
see the EU expanding cooperation in clearly defined areas (for 
example health, education or local service delivery) and with care-
fully chosen partners, while maintaining political conditionality 
at the national level. A more ambitious scenario would involve a 
much more active EU role in rebuilding Syria, including substantial 
reconstruction funding and deeper political engagement, but this 
would require a major change in the political context and in mem-
ber states’ consensus. In reality, EU policy is likely to remain some-
where between containment and selective engagement, constantly 
adjusting to developments on the ground and to internal debates 
about how to combine security interests, normative commitments 
and the long-term stability of the Southern Neighbourhood.

Questions
1.	 How would you describe the basic political system, society and 

economy of Syria before 2011 in very general terms?
2.	 What were the main phases in the evolution of the Syrian conflict 

from peaceful protests to a multi-layered civil and regional war?
3.	 In what ways did the Syrian conflict become regionalised, and 

which external actors played a key role in this process?
4.	 Why does the Syrian conflict occupy such an important place in 

the EU’s southern security environment?
5.	 How has the war in Syria affected refugee flows, migration 

routes and asylum pressures on the European Union?
6.	 How did EU policy towards Syria shift from cautious engage-

ment before 2011 to political isolation and a “no-business-as-
usual” approach towards the regime?

7.	 What are the main elements of the EU’s diplomatic position on 
Syria, especially in relation to the UN-led political process and 
the idea of political transition?
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8.	 What are the goals and main characteristics of the EU’s sanc-
tions regime on Syria (types of targets, sectors, expected 
effects)?

9.	 Through which principles and channels do the EU and its mem-
ber states provide humanitarian aid to Syrians inside the coun-
try and in the wider region?

10.	How does EU support to refugee-hosting countries such as 
Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan link humanitarian objectives with 
resilience and development?

11.	In what ways has the Syrian refugee crisis influenced internal 
EU debates on asylum, burden-sharing and border management?

12.	Why is it important to distinguish between emergency assis-
tance, stabilisation and full reconstruction in the Syrian context?

13.	What does the EU mean by the principle “no reconstruction 
without a credible political process”, and what arguments exist 
for and against greater flexibility?

14.	How do questions of justice and accountability for war crimes 
and human-rights violations influence EU choices on engage-
ment, sanctions and future reconstruction?

15.	Which possible future scenarios of EU involvement in Syria can 
be imagined (containment, selective engagement, more active 
rebuilding), and what are the main opportunities and risks of 
each scenario?
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TOPIC 20: EU–EGYPT RELATIONS:  
SECURITY, GOVERNANCE  

AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC PARTNERSHIP
20.1.	 Egypt in the EU’s southern neighbourhood
20.2.	 Evolution of EU–Egypt relations: from association to “stability 

first”
20.3.	 Sectoral cooperation: economics, energy, migration and security
20.4.	 Governance, human rights and future options for EU policy

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand the 
place of Egypt in the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood and to ana-
lyse how EU–Egypt relations combine security, governance and 
socio-economic partnership. The topic aims to show how historical 
association frameworks have evolved into a more explicit “stability 
first” approach and to examine the opportunities and tensions that 
appear in sectoral cooperation on economics, energy, migration and 
security, as well as in the fields of governance and human rights.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 Explain why Egypt is a key actor in the EU’s southern neigh-

bourhood in terms of geography, demography, regional 
influence and security; 

•	 Outline the main stages in the evolution of EU–Egypt relations, 
from the association agreement and early Neighbourhood Pol-
icy documents to more recent “stability first” priorities; 

•	 Describe the main areas of sectoral cooperation, including 
trade and investment, energy and climate, migration man-
agement and security collaboration, and discuss how these 
areas serve both EU and Egyptian interests; 

•	 Identify the main governance and human-rights challenges 
in contemporary Egypt and explain how the EU addresses 
them through political dialogue, conditionality and pro-
ject-based support; 
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•	 Critically assess possible future options for EU policy 
towards Egypt, including the balance between stability and 
reform, and the search for a more coherent and values-based 
partnership.

Key terms 

EU–Egypt Association Agreement – the core legal frame-
work that structures political dialogue, trade liberalisation and sec-
toral cooperation between the EU and Egypt, forming the basis for 
a long-term partnership.

“Stability first” approach – a policy logic in which the EU 
gives strong priority to short-term stability, regime resilience and 
security cooperation, sometimes over deeper political reform and 
human-rights promotion.

Sectoral cooperation – practical collaboration in specific pol-
icy areas, such as trade, energy, transport, migration, security or 
education, often implemented through joint programmes, funding 
and technical assistance.

Migration and security partnership – the set of arrange-
ments, dialogues and projects through which the EU and Egypt 
cooperate on border management, irregular migration, coun-
ter-terrorism and regional security issues.

Governance and human-rights dialogue – the part of EU–
Egypt relations that focuses on rule of law, democratic institu-
tions, civil society space and fundamental rights, usually expressed 
through formal dialogues and project support.

Conditionality – the practice of linking certain forms of EU 
support (financial assistance, market access, political upgrading) 
to specific commitments or progress in areas such as governance, 
human rights or economic reform.

20.1. Egypt in the EU’s southern neighbourhood
Egypt is one of the largest and most influential states in the EU’s 

Southern Neighbourhood in political, economic and demographic 
terms. Politically, it is a republic with a strong presidential sys-
tem, where power is concentrated in the executive and the security 
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apparatus plays a central role in maintaining order and controlling 
political life. Political pluralism and the space for opposition and 
independent media are limited, while the state presents itself as 
a guarantor of stability and the fight against terrorism. Econom-
ically, Egypt has a mixed structure that combines a large public 
sector and state-owned enterprises with a growing private sector, 
especially in services, construction and tourism. Agriculture still 
employs many people, but its share in GDP has declined over time. 
The country faces structural challenges such as high public debt, 
dependency on external financing, and vulnerability to external 
shocks in energy and food prices. Demographically, Egypt has a 
very large and still growing population, with a pronounced youth 
component and rapid urbanisation. Big cities such as Cairo and 
Alexandria concentrate economic activity but also suffer from con-
gestion, pollution and social inequalities, while rural and periph-
eral regions often remain underdeveloped.

Egypt’s strategic location reinforces its importance in regional 
and global politics. The country controls the Suez Canal, one of the 
world’s most important maritime corridors linking the Red Sea and 
the Mediterranean Sea and thus connecting Europe, Asia and the 
Gulf. The Canal is crucial for international trade, energy flows and 
global supply chains, and disruptions there have direct economic 
consequences for Europe and beyond. Egypt also borders Libya, 
Gaza and Sudan, three territories marked by conflict, political insta-
bility or humanitarian crises. Developments in these neighbouring 
areas affect Egypt’s security and foreign policy, and Egypt in turn 
plays an active role in mediation efforts, ceasefire negotiations and 
border control. Its geographic position at the intersection of North 
Africa, the Middle East and the Nile Basin gives it a central role in 
regional diplomacy, security cooperation and energy and transport 
networks.

For the European Union, Egypt matters for several intercon-
nected reasons. First, it is seen as a key partner for regional stabil-
ity, both in North Africa and in the Middle East, and as an important 
voice in Arab and African politics. Second, Egypt is a significant 
energy and trade partner: it exports gas, hosts infrastructure for 
liquefied natural gas and aspires to be an energy hub for the East-
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ern Mediterranean, while the Suez Canal is essential for EU trade 
with Asia and the Gulf. Third, Egypt plays a major role in migra-
tion management, as a country of origin, transit and destination 
for migrants and refugees from Africa and the Middle East. Coop-
eration with Cairo is therefore central to EU strategies on irregu-
lar migration, border management and search-and-rescue policies. 
Finally, Egypt is an important partner in security cooperation, par-
ticularly in counter-terrorism and in efforts to stabilise neighbour-
ing conflict zones. At the same time, the EU must reconcile these 
strategic interests with concerns about governance, human rights 
and sustainable development, which makes EU–Egypt relations a 
complex mix of partnership, dependence and normative tension.

20.2. Evolution of EU–Egypt relations:  
from association to “stability first”

EU–Egypt relations are built on a legal and institutional frame-
work that dates back to the 1990s and early 2000s. The central legal 
basis is the EU–Egypt Association Agreement, which entered into 
force in 2004 and provides rules for trade liberalisation, political 
dialogue and sectoral cooperation. Under the European Neighbour-
hood Policy (ENP), Egypt and the EU also negotiated Action Plans 
and Partnership Priorities that set medium-term objectives in areas 
such as economic reform, governance, security and people-to-peo-
ple contacts. In parallel, Egypt participates in the Union for the 
Mediterranean, a multilateral framework that brings together EU 
member states and Southern partners to work on regional projects 
and dialogue in fields like transport, environment, energy and 
education. These instruments create regular institutional formats 
– association councils, committees and subcommittees – where 
officials meet, review progress and decide on future cooperation. 
On paper, they reflect a balanced partnership combining economic 
integration, political cooperation and shared responsibility for 
regional issues.

The 2011 uprising and the post-2013 political changes signifi-
cantly affected this framework. During and immediately after the 
2011 revolution, the EU revised its neighbourhood policy docu-
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ments and promised a “more for more” approach: more support 
for partners that made progress in democracy, human rights and 
inclusive governance. In the Egyptian case, the period of politi-
cal opening and electoral competition raised expectations that EU 
democracy-promotion instruments – support for civil society, elec-
toral assistance, rule-of-law programmes – could play a meaning-
ful role. However, the military takeover in 2013 and the subsequent 
consolidation of a new authoritarian order created a more difficult 
environment. Relations did not break down, but they became more 
cautious: the EU criticised human-rights violations and shrinking 
civic space in official statements, while at the same time maintain-
ing cooperation in trade, energy and security. Financial and tech-
nical assistance was adjusted but not fundamentally suspended, 
reflecting the tension between normative commitments and stra-
tegic interests.

Over time, this experience contributed to a visible shift from 
strong democracy-promotion rhetoric towards a more “stabili-
ty-driven” agenda in EU–Egypt relations. While official documents 
still refer to human rights, rule of law and inclusive governance as 
shared values, in practice the emphasis increasingly falls on sta-
bility, counter-terrorism, migration management, energy cooper-
ation and macroeconomic reform. Egypt is framed as an “anchor 
of stability” in a volatile region, and this framing justifies close 
partnership even with a highly securitised domestic order. Critics 
argue that this “stability first” approach risks turning the EU into 
a primarily security and economic partner, with limited leverage 
and credibility on governance and rights. Supporters respond that, 
given regional turbulence and the scale of common interests, the 
Union has little choice but to work with the existing leadership 
while trying to keep governance and human-rights issues on the 
agenda through quiet diplomacy, targeted projects and condition-
ality attached to some forms of assistance.
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20.3. Sectoral cooperation: economics, energy, 
migration and security

In the economic field, the EU is one of Egypt’s main trade and 
investment partners. The Association Agreement provides for 
gradual liberalisation of trade in goods and, more selectively, in 
services, while also supporting regulatory approximation and cus-
toms reform. For Egypt, access to the EU market is important for 
exports of industrial products, agricultural goods and processed 
foods, and European companies are significant investors in sectors 
such as manufacturing, telecommunications, finance and tourism. 
At the same time, the structure of the Egyptian economy presents 
challenges: high dependence on a few revenue sources (for exam-
ple, Suez Canal income, tourism, remittances and energy), a large 
informal sector and persistent unemployment, especially among 
young people. EU–Egypt economic cooperation therefore com-
bines trade facilitation with support for structural reforms, small 
and medium-sized enterprises, vocational education and improved 
business climate, in an attempt to make growth more inclusive and 
sustainable.

Energy and connectivity have become increasingly central to 
the partnership. Egypt is an important producer of natural gas 
and hosts liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminals that can serve 
both regional and European markets. In the wider context of the 
EU’s energy diversification and green transition, cooperation with 
Egypt covers not only gas, but also electricity interconnections 
and renewable energy projects, including solar and wind. There 
is a shared interest in developing Egypt’s potential as a regional 
energy hub in the Eastern Mediterranean, connecting producers 
and consumers through pipelines, electricity grids and maritime 
routes. At the same time, the EU promotes policies that align 
energy cooperation with climate objectives, encouraging gradual 
decarbonisation, energy efficiency and investment in low-carbon 
technologies. Infrastructure and digital connectivity projects also 
play a role, linking energy, transport and communication networks 
between Europe, North Africa and the Middle East.

Migration and mobility form another sensitive and strategically 
important area of sectoral cooperation. Egypt is simultaneously a 
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country of origin, transit and destination for migrants and refugees 
from Africa and the Middle East. The EU and Egypt work together 
on border management, strengthening capacities to control irreg-
ular departures by sea or land and to combat smuggling networks. 
Discussions on readmission and return of irregular migrants are 
often part of this agenda, as are efforts to create safer and more 
regular channels of mobility, for example through scholarships, 
student exchanges or limited labour migration schemes. At the 
same time, the EU supports projects that improve conditions for 
refugees and host communities inside Egypt, focusing on access 
to education, health care and livelihoods. This integrated approach 
aims to reduce the drivers of irregular migration while respecting 
international protection obligations, although tensions can arise 
when security concerns dominate over protection and human-
rights considerations.

Security and counter-terrorism cooperation has intensified in 
parallel. Egypt faces security threats in several regions, including 
attacks by extremist groups and cross-border risks linked to insta-
bility in neighbouring countries. The EU sees Egypt as an important 
partner in regional counter-terrorism efforts, maritime security 
and the fight against organised crime and trafficking. Cooperation 
includes political dialogue, information exchange, training and 
capacity-building for police, border guards and judicial actors, as 
well as participation in broader regional initiatives. In principle, 
this collaboration is accompanied by an emphasis on human-rights 
safeguards, rule of law and proportionality in security operations, 
because abuses and collective punishment can fuel radicalisation 
and undermine long-term stability. In practice, however, the bal-
ance between effective security cooperation and credible insistence 
on rights and accountability is difficult to maintain, and it is one of 
the central tests for the EU’s ability to combine strategic interests 
with its normative commitments in relations with Egypt.
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20.4. Governance, human rights and future 
options for EU policy

In its official discourse, the EU presents governance, the rule of 
law, human rights and support for civil society as core elements 
of its policy towards Egypt. These priorities appear in Associa-
tion Council conclusions, ENP documents and public statements 
by EU institutions. The Union funds projects on judicial reform, 
public administration, women’s rights, youth participation and the 
strengthening of non-governmental organisations. It also raises 
concerns about issues such as the use of emergency laws, restric-
tions on media and civil society, mass trials or the death penalty. 
However, the impact of this normative agenda is limited in practice. 
The political space for independent actors in Egypt is narrow, legal 
and administrative constraints on NGOs are strict, and domestic 
authorities often see external democracy-promotion activities as 
interference in internal affairs. As a result, many EU-funded ini-
tiatives operate on a small scale, with modest visibility, while the 
overall trajectory of the political system remains highly securitised 
and centralised.

These realities create persistent tensions between “stability part-
nerships” and more transformative ambitions. On the one hand, the 
EU relies on the Egyptian government as a key partner for regional 
security, energy, migration management and counter-terrorism. 
This dependence encourages a pragmatic approach that prioritises 
good working relations with the authorities and avoids measures 
that could seriously damage cooperation. On the other hand, the 
EU has committed itself to promoting human rights, inclusive gov-
ernance and sustainable development, and it faces pressure from 
parts of European public opinion, parliaments and civil society to 
take a clearer stance on abuses and democratic backsliding. When 
serious violations occur, the Union is often caught between issuing 
strong critical statements and continuing high-level engagement 
in strategic sectors. This mixed approach can reduce the credibil-
ity of conditionality: partners may conclude that security and eco-
nomic interests will always prevail over normative concerns.

Looking ahead, several possible trajectories for EU policy 
towards Egypt can be imagined. One option is to deepen sectoral 
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partnership even further, focusing on economics, energy, migra-
tion and security, while keeping governance and human-rights 
issues mostly at the level of dialogue and project support. This 
would reflect an explicitly interest-based approach and might pro-
duce tangible results in areas such as energy transition or border 
management, but it risks reinforcing perceptions of double stand-
ards. A second option is to move towards more conditional engage-
ment, linking parts of financial assistance, political upgrading or 
participation in new initiatives more clearly to progress in specific 
governance benchmarks. This could increase EU leverage and con-
sistency, yet it would be difficult to implement if member states are 
divided or if Egyptian authorities react negatively. A third scenario 
is more selective cooperation, where the EU concentrates on a lim-
ited number of priority fields and channels more support through 
non-state actors and multilateral frameworks, accepting that its 
ability to influence the central regime is modest.

Each of these paths has implications for the EU’s credibility 
and consistency in the Southern Neighbourhood as a whole. If the 
Union is seen as prioritising stability and security in Egypt while 
applying stricter conditionality elsewhere, partners and observers 
may question the universality of its values and the fairness of its 
approaches. Conversely, if the EU chooses a more demanding line 
with Egypt, it must be ready to manage possible short-term costs 
in security and migration cooperation and to explain this choice 
as part of a broader, principled regional strategy. In any case, EU–
Egypt relations will remain a key test of the Union’s capacity to 
combine power and principles: how to act as a strategic partner in 
a turbulent neighbourhood while still defending a credible vision 
of rule-based, rights-respecting governance for the region.

Questions
1.	 How would you describe Egypt’s political, economic and demo-

graphic profile, and why does this make the country a key actor 
in the EU’s Southern Neighbourhood?

2.	 In what ways does Egypt’s strategic location – especially the 
Suez Canal and its borders with Libya, Gaza and Sudan – influ-
ence EU interests and policies?
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3.	 Why is Egypt important for the EU in terms of regional sta-
bility, energy security, trade, migration and counter-terrorism 
cooperation?

4.	 What is the legal and institutional basis of EU–Egypt relations 
(Association Agreement, ENP, Union for the Mediterranean), 
and how do these frameworks structure the partnership?

5.	 How did the 2011 uprising in Egypt initially affect EU discourse 
and instruments on democracy promotion and support for civil 
society?

6.	 What impact did the post-2013 political changes have on EU–
Egypt relations, especially in terms of political dialogue and 
financial assistance?

7.	 How would you characterise the shift from a discourse focused 
on democracy and human rights to a more “stability-driven” 
agenda in EU–Egypt relations?

8.	 In what ways is the EU an important trade and investment 
partner for Egypt, and what structural challenges remain in the 
Egyptian economy despite this cooperation?

9.	 How does energy and connectivity cooperation (gas, LNG, elec-
tricity, renewables) contribute to Egypt’s role as a potential 
regional energy hub and to EU energy diversification goals?

10.	What are the main components of EU–Egypt cooperation on 
migration and mobility, and how do these address border man-
agement, irregular flows, readmission and legal pathways?

11.	How has security and counter-terrorism cooperation between 
the EU and Egypt developed, and what kinds of instruments 
and priorities shape this collaboration?

12.	Why is it important for the EU to insist on human-rights safe-
guards and rule-of-law standards in the context of security and 
counter-terrorism cooperation with Egypt?

13.	What are the main limits of the EU’s normative agenda (rule of 
law, human rights, civil society support) in the Egyptian con-
text, and why is its impact often restricted?

14.	How do “stability partnerships” with Egypt come into tension 
with the EU’s longer-term transformative ambitions for gov-
ernance and human rights in the Southern Neighbourhood?

15.	Which future options for EU policy towards Egypt can be iden-
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tified (deeper sectoral partnership, more conditional engage-
ment, selective interest-based cooperation), and what are the 
potential consequences of each option for the EU’s credibility 
and consistency in the region?
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TOPIC 21: EU–LIBYA RELATIONS:  
STATE FRAGILITY, MIGRATION  

AND MARITIME SECURITY
21.1.	 Libya’s fragmentation and regional importance
21.2.	 Evolution of EU–Libya relations: from cautious engagement to 

crisis management
21.3.	 EU operational engagement and instruments
21.4.	 Migration, maritime security and normative controversies

Overall goal

The overall goal of this topic is to help students understand how 
Libya’s state fragility, internal fragmentation and strategic location 
shape EU–Libya relations, with a special focus on migration man-
agement and maritime security. The topic aims to connect Libya’s 
domestic dynamics with EU crisis-management tools and policies, 
and to show how operational engagement at sea and on the ground 
generates difficult normative questions for the European Union.

Expected learning results

After studying this topic, students should be able to:
•	 describe the main features of Libya’s fragmentation, includ-

ing rival governments, armed groups and local power cen-
tres, and explain why Libya remains important for regional 
security in North Africa and the Mediterranean; 

•	 outline the evolution of EU–Libya relations from limited 
and cautious engagement before 2011, through the NATO-
led intervention and state collapse, to the current focus on 
crisis management, mediation support and cooperation with 
internationally recognised authorities; 

•	 identify the main EU operational instruments in Libya and 
its surrounding maritime space, such as diplomatic initi-
atives, sanctions, Common Security and Defence Policy 
(CSDP) missions, border-management and capacity-building 
projects; 

•	 analyse how the EU’s role in migration control and maritime 
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operations in the Central Mediterranean is linked to broader 
aims of saving lives, fighting smugglers and protecting bor-
ders, and discuss why these policies are often criticised from 
a human-rights perspective; 

•	 critically assess the main dilemmas and future options for 
EU–Libya relations, including the balance between short-
term stabilisation and long-term state-building, and between 
effective migration management and respect for interna-
tional and European norms.

Key terms 

State fragility – a situation where state institutions are too 
weak or fragmented to provide basic security, services and rule of 
law across the whole territory.

Fragmentation of Libya – the division of the country into 
competing authorities, armed groups and local power structures, 
with overlapping external support and limited central control.

Crisis management – short- and medium-term actions to pre-
vent escalation, contain violence and stabilise a conflict-affected 
context, often combining diplomacy, sanctions, missions and 
humanitarian support.

CSDP missions and operations – civilian and military 
deployments under the EU’s Common Security and Defence Pol-
icy, used to support security, border management and maritime 
surveillance in and around Libya.

Central Mediterranean route – one of the main irregular 
migration and refugee routes from North Africa to Europe, cross-
ing the sea from the Libyan coast (and neighbouring areas) towards 
EU member states.

Maritime security – measures to ensure safety and rule of law 
at sea, including search and rescue, control of shipping lanes, fight 
against smuggling and protection of critical maritime infrastruc-
ture.

Migration management – policies and practices aimed at reg-
ulating migration flows, border controls, returns and legal path-
ways, often combining security, humanitarian and development 
instruments.
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Normative controversies – debates about whether EU 
actions, especially in cooperation with Libyan actors, are consist-
ent with international law, human-rights standards and the EU’s 
own declared values.

21.1. Libya’s fragmentation and regional 
importance

Since 2011, Libya has moved from authoritarian rule under a 
centralised regime to a prolonged period of political fragmenta-
tion. The collapse of the previous system after the uprising and 
international intervention created a power vacuum that was not 
filled by strong, inclusive national institutions. Instead, compet-
ing governments, parliaments and armed coalitions emerged, each 
claiming legitimacy and control over parts of the territory. Formal 
political processes, such as UN-backed dialogue and attempts to 
form unity governments, have produced several interim arrange-
ments, but they have not yet led to a stable, country-wide settle-
ment. Local militias, tribal networks and city-based power centres 
continue to play a major role in security and in the economy, often 
controlling checkpoints, strategic infrastructure and access to 
resources. External actors support different Libyan factions with 
money, weapons and political backing, which contributes to a fluid 
and fragmented landscape in which authority is contested and the 
state remains weak.

Despite this fragmentation, Libya is an important energy pro-
ducer and a significant player in regional economic and migration 
dynamics. The country has large oil and gas reserves, and its pro-
duction levels have a direct impact on global and Mediterranean 
energy markets. Control over oil fields, pipelines and export termi-
nals is a central element of domestic power struggles, but it is also 
a key interest for external partners, including EU member states 
that import Libyan energy. At the same time, Libya’s long coastline 
and its proximity to Europe make it a crucial node on the Central 
Mediterranean migration routes. Irregular migrants and refugees 
from sub-Saharan Africa, the Horn of Africa and other regions 
often transit through Libya, where they depend on smugglers 
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and face high risks of violence, exploitation and detention before 
attempting dangerous sea crossings towards the EU.

The instability in Libya generates significant spillover effects for 
neighbouring countries and for the European Union. Weak central 
authority and porous borders facilitate the movement of weapons, 
fighters and illicit goods across the region, affecting security in the 
Sahel, Egypt, Tunisia and beyond. Trafficking networks use Libyan 
territory for smuggling people, drugs, fuel and other commodities, 
creating parallel economies and further undermining state institu-
tions. Regional rivalries between external powers, who support dif-
ferent Libyan actors, also transform the country into an arena for 
broader geopolitical competition. For the EU, these dynamics trans-
late into a complex set of risks: increased irregular migration and 
tragic loss of life at sea, potential terrorist transit or safe havens, 
disruptions to energy supplies and shipping, and the challenge of 
engaging with fragmented Libyan counterparts while trying to sup-
port a UN-led political process and respect international law.

21.2. Evolution of EU–Libya relations: from 
cautious engagement to crisis management

Before 2011, EU–Libya relations under Muammar Gaddafi were 
characterised by a mix of confrontation and selective cooperation. 
For a long period, Libya was subject to international and EU sanc-
tions because of terrorism-related incidents and concerns over 
weapons programmes. Gradually, after Tripoli accepted responsi-
bility for past attacks and took steps towards dismantling its WMD 
programmes, relations began to normalise. The EU engaged in cau-
tious dialogue on issues such as energy, migration and regional 
security, and negotiations were opened on a possible Framework 
Agreement. However, cooperation remained limited and highly 
pragmatic. There was no Association Agreement and no full inte-
gration into the European Neighbourhood Policy; sensitive issues 
such as human rights, internal governance and the rule of law were 
only partially addressed. The partnership was thus narrow, focused 
mainly on mutual interests in energy and migration control, and 
built on a fragile understanding with an authoritarian regime.



254

After the 2011 uprising and the fall of Gaddafi, the EU initially 
tried to support Libya’s transition towards a more open and dem-
ocratic system. Assistance packages were prepared to help with 
institution-building, security-sector reform, border management 
and economic reconstruction, and political dialogue centred on 
elections and constitutional processes. However, the rapid deterio-
ration of the security situation, the rise of rival political institutions 
and the escalation into civil conflict soon made this agenda diffi-
cult to implement. As the country fragmented and armed groups 
gained power, the EU shifted from a transition-support narrative to 
a crisis-management approach. It aligned itself with UN-led efforts 
to broker political agreements, recognised successive interim 
authorities endorsed by the UN, and used diplomatic statements, 
sanctions and technical missions to encourage dialogue and de-es-
calation.

In the current phase, the EU faces a context in which there is 
no stable, unified Libyan central partner that effectively controls 
the whole territory. Instead, the Union must engage with multi-
ple actors: internationally recognised government structures, local 
authorities, security actors, economic institutions such as the Cen-
tral Bank and National Oil Corporation, and a range of regional 
and international stakeholders involved in the conflict. EU action 
is therefore closely tied to multilateral frameworks, especially the 
UN Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL), and to coordination with 
member states and other external powers. This crisis-management 
posture combines political support for a negotiated settlement, tar-
geted sanctions, and operational engagement through CSDP mis-
sions and border- and migration-related projects. At the same time, 
fragmentation and competing external agendas limit the EU’s lev-
erage, making EU–Libya relations a continuous exercise in adap-
tation, risk management and balancing between strategic interests 
and normative commitments.
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21.3. EU operational engagement  
and instruments

EU operational engagement around Libya is most visible 
through missions and operations under the Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP), especially in the maritime and border-man-
agement fields. Maritime operations in the Central Mediterranean 
have had several aims: disrupt human-smuggling and trafficking 
networks, contribute to saving lives at sea, and help to implement 
the UN arms embargo on Libya. Civilian missions, such as those 
focused on border assistance, seek to support Libyan authori-
ties in improving the management of land, sea and air borders. 
In principle, these missions combine technical expertise, training 
and equipment with political dialogue. Their achievements include 
better information-sharing, some reduction in certain smuggling 
routes, and more systematic monitoring of maritime activity. How-
ever, they face important constraints: limited access to Libyan ter-
ritory because of security conditions, the fragmentation of Libyan 
institutions, the need for host-state consent, and sometimes differ-
ing priorities among EU member states about the balance between 
security, humanitarian and political goals.

In addition to CSDP missions, the EU uses sanctions and sup-
port for the UN arms embargo as part of its conflict-management 
toolkit. The Union has adopted targeted sanctions – such as asset 
freezes and travel bans – against individuals and entities seen as 
obstructing the political process, violating human rights or engag-
ing in activities that threaten peace and security. EU maritime 
operations also contribute to the implementation of the UN arms 
embargo by monitoring and, when mandated, inspecting vessels 
suspected of carrying prohibited weapons or related material to or 
from Libya. Diplomatically, the EU works within UN-led processes, 
endorsing the efforts of the UN Special Representative and backing 
international conferences and roadmaps aimed at ceasefires, polit-
ical dialogue and eventual elections. Through public statements 
and behind-the-scenes diplomacy, it tries to encourage compliance 
with ceasefire agreements, support institutional unification and 
promote an inclusive political settlement.
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Cooperation on border management and capacity-building 
with Libyan and regional actors forms another important dimen-
sion of EU engagement. The Union funds and implements projects 
designed to strengthen Libyan coast guard and border agencies, 
improve information systems, and develop more effective proce-
dures for managing migration and trade flows. At the same time, 
it cooperates with neighbouring countries and regional organisa-
tions to address cross-border challenges, such as smuggling, traf-
ficking and the movement of fighters and weapons. Training pro-
grammes focus on technical skills, coordination between agencies 
and, at least in principle, respect for international human-rights 
and refugee-law standards. Yet, here too, constraints are signifi-
cant: weak and divided institutions, lack of oversight, and serious 
concerns about the treatment of migrants and detainees in Libya 
raise difficult questions about how to ensure that EU-supported 
capacities are used in ways consistent with the Union’s own norms. 
As a result, operational engagement around Libya is always a del-
icate balancing act between pursuing security and stability objec-
tives and maintaining credibility as a promoter of rule-based and 
rights-respecting governance.

21.4. Migration, maritime security  
and normative controversies

Libya has become one of the most important transit and depar-
ture points on the Central Mediterranean migration route. Large 
numbers of migrants and refugees from sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Horn of Africa, the Sahel and, to a lesser extent, the Middle East 
travel through Libyan territory in the hope of reaching Europe. 
They often cross deserts and conflict zones, depend on smugglers, 
and end up in coastal areas controlled by different armed groups or 
local networks. From there, they are placed on unseaworthy boats 
or rubber dinghies and sent towards EU member states, mainly 
Italy and Malta. This situation creates a complex humanitarian 
and security challenge: on the one hand, there is a strong need for 
search-and-rescue activities to prevent deaths at sea; on the other 
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hand, EU governments seek to reduce irregular arrivals and to dis-
mantle smuggling networks that profit from human suffering.

EU policies in the Central Mediterranean combine several ele-
ments: support for search and rescue, anti-smuggling operations 
and assistance to Libyan coast-guard capacities. Maritime CSDP 
operations and national naval assets have, at different times, 
engaged in search-and-rescue tasks, interception of vessels sus-
pected of smuggling, and information-gathering on maritime 
routes. At the same time, the EU and its member states finance 
training, equipment and coordination systems for the Libyan Coast 
Guard and other relevant agencies, in order to increase their abil-
ity to patrol territorial waters, intercept boats and bring people 
back to shore. These measures are officially justified by aims such 
as saving lives, fighting criminal networks and restoring control 
over borders. They are often combined with projects inside Libya 
and in neighbouring countries designed to improve conditions for 
migrants and host communities, and with internal EU reforms of 
asylum and migration rules.

However, these policies have generated strong criticisms and 
serious human-rights concerns. Numerous reports have docu-
mented harsh detention conditions in Libyan centres, including 
overcrowding, violence, lack of access to basic services and, in 
some cases, exploitation and abuse by guards or militias. When the 
Libyan Coast Guard intercepts boats and returns people to Libya, 
questions arise about whether EU support indirectly contributes 
to refoulement – the return of persons to places where they face 
serious risks. Civil society organisations and some UN bodies have 
also criticised “pushback” practices at sea and the delegation of 
border control to third countries with weak protection systems. 
Inside the EU, debates on responsibility-sharing remain conten-
tious: frontline member states demand more solidarity from their 
partners, while others prioritise strict border controls and exter-
nalisation of migration management. These tensions feed broader 
normative controversies about whether EU action in and around 
Libya is consistent with international refugee law, human-rights 
standards and the Union’s own values.
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Looking to the future, several scenarios can be imagined. One 
possibility is a gradual shift towards more rules-based engagement, 
with clearer legal frameworks for search and rescue, stronger 
human-rights safeguards in cooperation with Libyan and regional 
actors, and more predictable mechanisms for disembarkation and 
responsibility-sharing within the EU. Another scenario is the 
development of broader regional arrangements, involving North 
African and sub-Saharan partners, to manage migration in a more 
cooperative and structured way, including legal pathways, pro-
tection in the region and joint efforts against smugglers. A less 
optimistic possibility is the continuation of largely ad-hoc crisis 
management, where responses are driven by short-term political 
pressures, partial agreements and reactive measures to new peaks 
in arrivals or tragedies at sea. In all cases, EU–Libya relations in 
the fields of migration and maritime security will remain a critical 
test of the Union’s ability to reconcile its strategic interest in con-
trolling borders with its legal obligations and normative commit-
ments in the Mediterranean.

Questions
1.	 How has Libya’s internal fragmentation since 2011 changed 

the way external actors, including the EU, can engage with the 
country?

2.	 Why is Libya considered strategically important for the wider 
North African and Mediterranean region despite the weakness 
of its central institutions?

3.	 In what ways do Libya’s oil and gas resources influence both 
domestic power struggles and the interests of EU member 
states?

4.	 How did EU–Libya relations under Gaddafi evolve from sanc-
tions to cautious normalisation, and what were the limits of 
that cooperation?

5.	 What major changes in EU–Libya relations occurred after 2011, 
and why did the EU shift from transition support to crisis man-
agement?
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6.	 Why is the absence of a unified central authority in Libya a 
problem for designing coherent EU policies and partnerships?

7.	 What are the main aims and mandates of EU CSDP maritime 
and border-related missions in and around Libya?

8.	 How do EU sanctions and support for the UN arms embargo 
fit into the Union’s broader conflict-management strategy in 
Libya?

9.	 In what ways does the EU cooperate with Libyan and regional 
actors on border management and capacity-building, and what 
challenges does this cooperation face?

10.	Why has Libya become a key transit and departure point on the 
Central Mediterranean migration route towards the EU?

11.	How do EU policies on search and rescue, anti-smuggling oper-
ations and support to the Libyan Coast Guard seek to balance 
humanitarian and security objectives?

12.	What are the main human-rights concerns linked to EU coop-
eration with Libyan authorities on migration control, especially 
regarding detention conditions and returns?

13.	How do responsibility-sharing debates inside the EU shape 
member states’ positions on migration and maritime operations 
in the Central Mediterranean?

14.	In what sense do EU practices in and around Libya create “nor-
mative controversies” about the Union’s adherence to interna-
tional law and its own values?

15.	Which future scenarios of EU–Libya relations – more rules-
based engagement, broader regional arrangements, or contin-
ued ad-hoc crisis management – seem most likely, and what 
would each imply for EU credibility in the Southern Neighbour-
hood?
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